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The aim of the study is to explore the influence of a well-functioning boarding-school 
on the academic and social development of an economically disadvantaged rural male 
child, referred to by the pseudonym, Bayete. Children who live in rural farming 
communities are often exposed to poor quality schooling and travel long distances to 
and from school. In addition, the expectation of domestic duties including farm work 
tends to impact negatively on rural farm children’s school attendance and their 
academic performance. One option for such learners to access good quality school 
education is through boarding-schools. This study thus investigates Bayete’s 
movement from being a day-scholar at a private school through a two year transition 
to becoming a weekly boarder at the same school. The study forms part of a larger 
research project, titled ‘Transforming Education in Rural South Africa’, led by the 
Inventions for Good Incorporated (IFGI) grant in collaboration with the Department of 
Childhood Education at the University of Johannesburg. The learner reported on in 
this study is supported by an IFGI grant.  
In a qualitative case study design, Bayete’s journey was documented longitudinally 
and formed the basis of the investigation. Using the theoretical lens of liminality by van 
Gennep (1909), the three main phases in the movement through the rites of passage, 
namely the separation phase, the liminal phase and the re-assimilation phase, are 
explored in relation to the struggles of this young male learner. These struggles impact 
on various spheres of his life as he learns to acculturate and assimilate into the 
boarding-school culture and negotiate a new set of structures, practices, and norms.   
Data was generated through interviews, observations, questionnaires, and 
documents, such as school report cards. The data were analysed using content 
analysis (Henning, van Rensburg & Smit, 2004) and interpreted through the theoretical 
lens of liminality. Three main findings were distilled. First, there is evidence that the 
movement from being a day-scholar to a boarding-school scholar has impacted 
positively on Bayete’s academic achievement. In addition, the move into the boarding-
school has enabled the development of a select social group. However, as Bayete is 
a weekly boarder, the disorientation caused by the ongoing movement between 




number of transitional challenges simultaneously - in terms of place, material space 
and age. The study concludes that a well-functioning boarding-school has helped 
Bayete’s academic and social development and may provide pointers for how 
boarding-schools may provide quality school education for disadvantaged rural 
learners. Based on the results of this case study of one learner, however, it is clear 
that the movement to a boarding facility is fraught with many hidden challenges. The 
need for psychosocial support for learners seems to be paramount. Despite the 
valuable findings, as this study only focused on one adolescent learner, the 
generalisability of the findings is limited. More in-depth studies of a greater age range 
of children from different circumstances may enable more generalisable lessons for 
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW 
 
1.1 Introduction 
This study forms part of a larger research project, titled ‘Transforming Education in 
Rural South Africa’, supported by a USA-based grant through a not-for-profit, 
Innovations for Good Incorporated (IFGI), in partnership with the Department of 
Childhood Education at the University of Johannesburg. My role in the project was to 
investigate the influence of a well-functioning boarding-school environment on the 
academic achievement and social development of a rural, socio-economically 
disadvantaged adolescent male learner. This study tracks the learner’s academic 
achievement and social development over a two year period, commencing when the 
learner was 12 years old and in Grade 4.  
Children who live in rural farming communities are generally predisposed to a 
particular way of life. Not only are they exposed to poor quality schooling (Gardiner, 
2008), but experience a number of challenges travelling long distances to and from 
school (Mojapelo, 2008). At home they are expected to complete domestic duties 
(Gardiner, 2008) which includes having to work on farms (Mojapelo, 2008), often 
resulting in children not attending school. As a result, they perform poorly in terms of 
their academic performance at school, with many children not completing high school 
(OECD, 2012). One option for rural learners to access good quality school education 
is through boarding-schools (Pasensie, 2015). This research therefore set out to 
explore how a well-functioning boarding-school influences the academic and social 
development of an adolescent male rural learner who comes from a socio-
economically disadvantaged background. 
 
1.2 Background to the study and location within the literature  
 
  1.2.1 Quality of Rural Education in South Africa 
 
Education in the rural areas of South Africa is generally of a very poor quality 
(Gardiner, 2008; Gordon, 2007; Spaull, 2013). There are various factors that 




classrooms, a shortage of teachers, and a lack of basic resources such as running 
water, libraries, electricity, computers, and laboratories (Department of Education, 
2007; Gordon, 2007). Rural schools often experience challenges in attracting qualified 
teachers due to a lack of resources, difficulties in accessing social services, and being 
professionally isolated from the teaching community (Gordon, 2007; Masinire, 2015). 
This is not a unique issue experienced only in South Africa. For example, in Canada, 
rural schools tend to struggle with getting qualified teachers, as they are more likely to 
take up positions in urban schools (Canadian Council on Learning, 2006, p. 4).  
The home environment in rural areas also contributes to learners’ poor performance 
at schools. Learners have domestic duties at home (Gardiner, 2008, p.10) which 
includes having to work on farms (Human Sciences Research Council, 2005; Hall & 
Sambu, 2017) often resulting in children not attending school. Moreover, many parents 
are not literate, resulting in children receiving limited social and academic support from 
their parents (Cavote & Kopera-Frye, 2007; Gordon, 2007). The high rates of parental 
illiteracy could also be a factor in not understanding the importance of schooling when 
parents/ caregivers expect their children to stay at home to work on farms.  Other 
contributing factors to consider are the high cost of transport to schools and children 
walking for great distances between their homes and schools (Kellard, Costello & 
Godfrey, 2010).  
These differences in the quality of rural and urban education also impact on both 
access to and success of academic achievement in tertiary education. Learners from 
rural areas are less likely to be accepted into tertiary institutions compared to urban 
learners (Spaull, 2013; Modisaotsile, 2012). Although Munaka (2016) and Maree 
(2013) argue that there are possibilities of achieving academic success in learners 
from rural areas who do qualify, with hard work and self- belief, these instances are 
not the norm.  Cartwright and Allan’s (2003) study reveals that urban learners are more 
likely to enter tertiary institutions and achieve academically. Some of the reasons for 
their success are the encouragement and support from parents to succeed, and higher 





1.2.2 Boarding-schools: the influence of structured learning and living 
environments  
 
The participant in this study attends a private boarding-school that can be described 
as well-functioning. There is a paucity of research in the literature that defines a well-
functioning boarding-school. I however found the following description outlined as 
guidelines for the provision of boarding facilities in public ordinary schools (Department 
of Basic Education, 2012, p.9) useful in describing a functional boarding-school 
environment. These include ensuring that the environment is safe and secure, protects 
the privacy of learners, supports the individual needs of learners, and promotes a 
positive link with the local community in areas of health and other personal services. 
The guidelines further describes designated spaces for study, sleep, play, dining, 
recreation and entertainment, and health care such as sickbays be allocated. I also 
referred to scholars such as Martin, Papworth, Ginn and Liem (2014); Vigar- Ellis 
(2013); and Fischer, Frazer and Murray (1986), who describe the value of boarding-
schools. These authors argue that boarding-schools provide quality education that 
supports academic achievement, self-development, and an environment that is safe 
and healthy. Drawing on these descriptions, I would argue that a well-functioning 
boarding-school would include characteristics such as quality education, individual 
attention, support facilities, and an environment, which ensures the safety and security 
of its learners.  
Boarding-schools are therefore educational institutions where children study and live 
in a safe environment and return to their families on weekends or school vacations 
(Behaghel, de Chaisemartin, & Gurgand, 2017). The advantages of children attending 
boarding-schools includes the provision of  better quality education as class sizes are 
smaller, with “…more engaged teachers, better peers, less classroom disruption, and 
more mandatory time spent each day in a study room” (Behaghel et al., 2017, p.158). 
Boarding-schools not only allow learners greater opportunities to engage with peers 
and staff, but they also instil in them discipline and time management within a secure 
environment (Martin et al., 2014; Vigar- Ellis, 2013). Having dedicated times for study 
enables learners to understand the importance of establishing routines, a necessary 
skill if parents did not create these routines for them at home. These are lifelong skills 




et al., 2014). They allow learners to build character and independence by teaching 
them about school traditions, rules and responsibilities under the mentorship of 
teachers and sport coaches (Martin et al., 2014).   
Among the advantages of boarding-schools is the emphasis on team sport (Fischer et 
al., 1986; Martin et al., 2014). Research has shown that boarding-schools promote 
team sport that not only enhances the learners’ academic achievement in school, but 
contributes to the holistic development of a child (Martin et al., 2014, p. 7). Discipline 
is another benefit of such group activities. The dedication fostered by being a member 
of a sports team impacts positively on learner behaviour, improving academic 
achievement, reducing school dropout rates, and becoming successful adults 
(Maslen, 2015; Martin et al., 2014; Massoni. 2011).  Lessons learnt through teamwork, 
such as leadership skills, analytical and problem-solving skills, through learning to 
juggle many tasks at once, allows them to discover their talents (Massoni, 2011). Thus, 
boarding-schools, with their strong emphasis on sports, contributes positively to 
learner success both in school and in lifelong learning.  
 
1.2.3 Movement from childhood into pre-adolescent and adolescent years 
 
The participant in this study was moving from pre-adolescent into the adolescent 
years. Berger, Knutson, Mehm and Perkins (1988, p. 37) described pre-adolescence 
as a time where on the one hand, children often feel inferior to their peers and are 
unable to complete tasks well. On the other hand, adolescence is a time where 
children try to figure out who they are and what their identity is. Transitioning from 
childhood into adolescence is characterised by myriad physical, social, and emotional 
changes (Eccles, 1999; Kazdin, 1993; Eccles, Midgley & Wigfield, 1993; Simmons & 
Blyth, 1987).  
Studies have shown that pre-adolescent children enter schools with very positive 
attitudes towards their schoolwork, but their self-concept and positivity slowly decline 
in their adolescent years (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
& National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education, 2006; Eccles, 1999). 




school as a whole, may be negatively impacted. It is a stage, which is also 
characterised by fluctuating emotions associated with puberty, which could result in 
depression and lower self-esteem (Larson & Brown, 2007). Brody, Dorsey, Forehand 
and Armistead, (2002) suggest that parental motivation will enhance children’s 
confidence and enthusiasm to academically perform better. Unfortunately, motivation 
from parents, especially in the rural areas, to succeed academically is problematic 
(Cavote & Kopera-Frye, 2007; Gardiner, 2008; Gordon, 2007). It is therefore important 
that children are surrounded by adults who they can talk to, and who can provide them 
with guidance (Eccles, 1999), which I argue can be provided by teachers and/or 
housemasters at the boarding-school.   
Moreover, global research has shown that boys are more psychologically vulnerable 
during their adolescent development, although it does not appear that way as they 
often portray an outer sense of masculinity to prove that they are ‘real men’ (Archer & 
Parker, 1994; World Health Organisation, 2000). This suggests that although boys 
experience many challenges during the transition to adolescence, these challenges 
often go undetected. In addition, research shows that boys tend to underperform in 
education due to being less interested in studies than girls (Van Houtte, 2004). 
Similarly, other researchers have found that adolescent boys consider academic 
achievement to be an unpopular trend amongst peers (Francis, 2000; Coleman, 1961; 
Williams & White, 1983). I agree with these statements, as this was evident during my 
adolescent years at South African schools. Boys would seek approval and respect 
from their friends, to be considered ‘cool’ or popular. Adolescent boys therefore need 
to be guided by adults who are also good role models. In this regard, boarding-schools 
generally yield positive relationships with teachers that can “enhance academic and 
non-academic well-being” (Martin et al., 2014, p. 1014).  
There is a great deal of research on the education of adolescent girls, due to greater 
attention rightly being given to gender inequity and inequality (Watkins, 2011).  
However, there is limited research on adolescent boys, especially of young African 
learners from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds and their experiences 
in well-functioning boarding-schools (Isaacs, 2019). This research set out to explore 




1.3 Research question, aim and objectives of the study.  
The main research question that guides this study is:  
How does a well-functioning boarding-school environment influence the academic 
achievement and social development of a rural adolescent male learner? 
Sub-questions 
• What are the lived experiences of the rural adolescent male learner’s academic 
achievement in a well-functioning boarding-school? 
• What are the lived experiences of the rural adolescent male learner’s social 
development in a well-functioning boarding-school? 
• What are the perspectives of parents, teachers, and boarding-master with 
regard to the influence of a well-functioning boarding-school on the academic 
achievement and social development of the rural adolescent male learner? 
Furthering the depth of the research, the objectives were: 
• To explore the perspectives of parents, teachers, and boarding-master of the 
influence of a well-functioning boarding-school on a rural adolescent male’s 
academic achievement and social development.  
• To explore the lived experiences of a rural adolescent male learner’s academic 
achievement in a well-functioning boarding-school. 
• To explore the lived experiences of a rural adolescent male learner’s social 
development in a well-functioning boarding-school. 
 
1.4 Research design and methods 
 
The research design can be described as a qualitative case study. It involves the 
researcher exploring a case “within a bounded system over time through detailed, in-
depth data collection involving multiple sources of information” (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016, p. 37). According to Henning et al. (2013, p. 41) a case study is a type of design 
that is a bounded study as it has distinguishable margins that describe how, when, 




the multiple perspectives of the participant’s lived experiences. The unit of analysis is 
the experiences of the learner at a boarding-school in a rural area, especially on his 
academic and social development.  
This case study design draws on some features associated with longitudinal research 
(McLeod, Mac Donnell & Doolin, 2011), as the learner’s educational development was 
tracked over a period of approximately two years. Longitudinal research designs are 
founded on numerous observations over a period of time (McLeod et. al., 2011), and 
trace changes within the context, surroundings, or conditions in which the study is 
taking place (McLeod et. al., 2011). One important benefit of qualitative longitudinal 
research is “the nuanced understanding of phenomena which evolves through time” 
(Carduff, Murray & Kendall, 2015, p. 2).  Carduff et al. (2015) additionally go on to 
explain that the pattern of change the participant encounters during the study is a 
benefit to longitudinal studies, as it examines both stability and change of the data. 
This process thus indicated the developmental trajectory of the learner’s academic 
achievement and social development over time.  
There is little research in South Africa pertaining to learners who come from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds entering a well-functioning boarding-
school.  A qualitative case study design was chosen as I was looking at a case – of a 
rural adolescent male - from multiple angles and I intended to use multiple sources of 
data which included the input of parents, teachers, boarding-master, and the young 
learner himself. 
The research participant was the male learner, who was enrolled in a private school 
located in a rural area in Gauteng West. The father, the teachers, and the boarding-
master also participated in the study so as to give me deeper insights into the 
adolescent male learner’s social development and academic achievement at the 
boarding-school.  Data was collected through in-depth individual interviews, structured 
to track the longitudinal development of learners over a period of two years. Interviews 
conducted with the parents were essential to learn about the adolescent male learner’s 
past experiences, as there are many factors that could influence the academic 
performance of the adolescent male learner. Data was also collected through 




observations conducted of the male learner, both at his home and at the school. 
Documents such as the learner’s report cards from 2017, 2018 and up to December 
2019 were collected, to explore his academic development over time. These 
documents had allowed the researcher to give meaning around the topic of interest 
through interpretation of the report cards (Schuh & Upcraft, 2001). In the context of 
the study, the topic of interest was the academic achievement of the rural adolescent 
male learner.  
Below is a structured timeline of how the study’s data was collected over two years. 
 
2018
May: IFGI Project interview 
with particiapnt
October: Collect the previous 
year report card of the 
adolescent male learner (2017).
2019
January: The second interview with the 
adolescent male learner; teacher interview; 
observation in social setting; observation of 
the boarding-school
February: First interview with the 
teachers, boarding-school master and the 
adolescent male learner.
February: Collect the previous years report 
card of the  adolescent male learner (2018).
April: Third interview with the adolescent 
male learner, observations on child
April: Fourth interview with the adolescent male 
learner; observations on child; questionnaires to 
be completed by teacher and boarding house 
master
June: Interview with parents
July: Collect the adolescent male 
learner's report card of 2018 after the 
second term. 




The data collected from the interviews, observations, and documents were transcribed 
and codes assigned to different units of meaning, then grouped into categories which 
eventually became themes (Henning et al., 2004). The themes that arose from the 
data were used to analyse and interpret how the influences of family and school 
developed the adolescent male learners’ academic achievements over time. Each 
theme unravelled various interpretations of the data (Charmaz & Holstein, 2002) 
meaning that themes were analysed and created into text.  The progress of the rural 
adolescent male learners’ report cards was also analysed and was used to inform the 
interview questions to participants. The documents were an important source as they 
yielded directly observable information (Finn & Jacobson, 2008; Jacobson, Pruitt 
Chapin & Rugeley, 2009; Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2001). Therefore, by using the learner’s 
report cards, I was able to observe and analyse the academic achievement per term 
and across the year. 
It is important to note that validation of the data “depends on good investigation of a 
researcher by questioning skills, rechecking, and interpreting findings” (Henning et al., 
2004, p. 104). Validity and reliability are ensured using methods of triangulation, 
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Merriam, 2009). 
Ethics clearance was granted through the Faculty of Education’s ethics committee. I 
also followed Patton’s (2015) ethical checklist which includes explaining the purpose 
of the inquiry, confidentiality, and informed consent for all participants. Compliance 
with ethical standards, validity and reliability is discussed in greater depth in Chapter 
3.   
1.5 Theoretical framework 
The research was framed by van Gennep’s (1909) anthropological lens of liminality, 
which explores the rites of passage from one stage of development to another.  Van 
Gennep’s theory was developed through three schemas to explain life transitions, 
namely, separation, transition or liminal period, and incorporation or re- assimilation 
(Bigger, 2010).  The separation stage refers to the removal of an individual from the 
normal social life that they are exposed to on a daily basis (van Gennep, 1960). Then 
entering the liminal stage, a person questions all that they know, which is generally 




Călin, 2015). Turner (1967, p. 37) elaborated on this concept of liminality by  describing 
it as a stage of being “betwixt-and-between,” whereby individuals are between the 
stages of separation and liminality, yet at the same time need support to manage this 
transition stage. Last, is the stage of incorporation, which van Gennep (1909) 
describes as an individual returning to ‘normal life’ as a changed person. Using this 
theoretical framework, I take cognisance of the time and context of which the theory 
was developed and how it is relevant for this study.  
In this research, the participant was removed from the home life that he was used to 
and placed in a boarding-school. He had thus already experienced van Gennep’s 
theory of separation. He was now in the liminal stage, in which individuals have to 
learn to adapt to new norms, rules, and values (Ślusarczyk & Broniszewska, 2014) in 
the boarding-school environment. Exploring how he was supported at school to adapt 
to these changes was important if he was to successfully reach the final stage of 
incorporation or re-assimilation. This stage is when an individual has adapted to the 
values, rules, and norms (Teodorescu & Călin, 2015) of the new environment, i.e. the 
boarding-school. Thus, using this framework was useful in understanding how the 
multiple interactions at school and changing contexts between home and school 
impacted on the learner’s ability to reach the final stage, that of re-assimilation, to 
achieve academic success and social integration. 
 
1.6 Structure of the dissertation  
Chapter One: This chapter describes the background and overview of the study. 
Having contextualised the research problem, the research question, aims, and 
objectives are outlined.  The theoretical framework, data collection methods and 
analysis are briefly presented.  
Chapter Two: I invoke literature to contextualise the focus of this study, which is to 
investigate how a well-functioning boarding-school influences the academic 
achievement and social development of a rural adolescent male learner. Specific 




Chapter Three: In this chapter, I describe the reasons why I selected a qualitative 
research paradigm, and elaborate on the research design, sampling, and methods of 
data collection and analysis.  
Chapter Four:  I provide a detailed account of how I prepared the data for analysis and 
processes followed to sort the data into codes and categories and then looked for 
patterns or relationships between identified categories which form the outcome/s of 
the data analysis process. 
Chapter Five: The findings of the study are presented and discussed by invoking 
relevant literature and the theoretical lens of liminality. I conclude the chapter by 




This chapter provided the background and motivation for the study relating to the poor 
quality of rural education in South Africa and the challenges that the home 
environment presents, leading to poor academic performance at schools. The role of 
well-functioning boarding-schools is presented as an option for rural learners to access 
good quality school education. The research question, aim, and objectives were 
outlined, followed by a brief introduction to the theoretical framework. Chapter Two 
provides an analysis of relevant literature to contextualise the focus of this study.  











CHAPTER 2: STUDY OF THE LITERATURE 
 
2.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I invoke literature to contextualise the focus of this study, which was to 
investigate how a well-functioning boarding-school influences the academic 
achievement and social development of a rural adolescent male learner.  The main 
theoretical construct guiding this inquiry was the notion of ‘liminality’, drawn primarily 
from the work of Van Gennep (1909) and its later proponent, Turner (1967). Liminality 
as introduced in Chapter 1, explores three main phases in the movement through the 
rites of passage, namely the separation phase, the liminal phase, and the re-
assimilation phase. In the context of this study, I argue that liminality provided a useful 
theoretical frame to examine the struggles of a young male learner in various spheres 
of his life as he learns to acculturate and assimilate into the boarding-school culture 
and negotiates a new set of structures, practices and norms. 
In keeping with this broad theoretical frame, I also explored three related bodies of 
literature. I first argue that the geospatial location and historical space of the farm 
environment where the subject of this investigation grew up generally predisposes 
children who are born on a farm to a particular type of education and way of life. I 
focused on how liminality of place and space is encountered by an adolescent male 
learner in the movement from a rural home environment to a boarding-school 
environment. Secondly, I explored the physical, psychological, and social changes 
experienced as boys transition from childhood to adolescence, and how this might 
have impacted on the case of one young male in this study. Lastly, I explored aspects 
associated with what I have termed ‘material liminality’ which arise as a result of the 
economic advantages/ disadvantages of living in a highly segregated world, and how 
this intersects with movement to an economically-advantaged and well-functioning 
boarding-school environment.  
 
2.2 Using the notion of ‘liminality’ as a theoretical frame 
The main theoretical construct guiding this inquiry and this chapter is the notion of 




ethnographer who observed second-hand records of human behaviour through ritual 
ceremonies at key points in the lives of individuals/ groups who were celebrated in 
various societies. These include ceremonial rituals at birth, childhood, puberty, 
betrothal, marriage, pregnancy, funerals, as well as initiation into religious societies. 
In his research, he draws upon second-hand ethnographic records from surveys 
conducted in countries such as Africa, Australia, Borneo, Samoa, South Asia, China, 
and native North America. He also conducted fieldwork in Algeria from July to August 
in 1911 and again from April to June in 1912, spending time in villages (van Gennep, 
1913, p. 7).  In his observations, he was interested in the “significance and their relative 
positions within ceremonial wholes, that is, their order” (van Gennep, 1960, p. 191), 
giving rise to the model of the rites of passage.  
van Gennep (1909) argued that there was a sequence in these rituals as they all 
shared a similar pattern.  He divided the sequence into three phases, namely, 
separation (pre-liminal), liminal, and assimilation (post-liminal). By his own admission, 
he was not the first person to notice such transitions in rituals (van Gennep, 1909). 
However, his contribution in articulating and defining these phases in terms of an 
individual’s transition in life through rituals, was significant, due to its systematisation 
(Hartland, 1909; Papadimitriou, 2017).  He believed that even though every culture’s 
ceremonies could differ, universally, every individual transitions from one phase to 
another following a similar sequence, as captured by the following excerpt: 
Their positions may vary, depending on whether the occasion is birth or death, 
initiation or marriage, but the differences lie only in matters of detail. The 
underlying arrangement is always the same. Beneath a multiplicity of forms, 
either consciously expressed or merely implied, a typical pattern always recurs: 
the pattern of the rites of passage (van Gennep, 1909, p.191).  
van Gennep’s (1909) rites of passage was controversially accepted into the fields of 
sociology and anthropology. Durkheim (1912) and Mauss (1910) were two of van 
Gennep’s (1909) biggest critics. These scholars believed in the importance of the 
collective, whereas van Gennep stressed the importance of the individual in initiating 
change (1909). Both these authors were in the anthropological field and believed that 




(Kimball, 1960; Boltanski, 2011). He was also criticised for not discussing the model 
in great depth (Gluckman, 1963; Boland, 2013). However, Hodson (1911, p.30) 
defended van Gennep’s (1909) theory to be “a substantial and valuable contribution 
to anthropological literature”, changing how life transitions within all beings. These 
views were followed by authors such as Starr (1910), Vizedom (1976) and Szakolozai 
(2000), who positively reviewed and agreed with van Gennep’s (1909) theory. It has 
influenced many anthropologist’s research on liminal states such as Douglas (1966) 
and Turner (1969). van Gennep’s (1909) rites of passage is a well-known paradigm 
that is still used today. He had built a legacy on his theory of the rites of passage 
(1909) in the sociological and anthropological fields, but he became a world-renowned 
reputable figure after the publication of his book in English in 1960.  
 
2.2.1 The three phases of liminality  
 
van Gennep (1960, p. 239) in his explanation of the rites of passage of young men, 
moving from one stage of development to another, theorises that all rites of transition 
have three stages.  These are firstly, the rites of “separation or pre-liminal rites”, 
followed by the ‘rites of transition or liminal rites”, and then finally the “rites of 
incorporation or post-liminal rites”. He also viewed each of these stages both as part 
of a whole and each as a separate rite.  
The process involved in the rites of passage begins with the rites of separation. van 
Gennep (1909; cited by Turner, 1969, p. 80) describes the separation stage as a 
compromise of “symbolic behaviour signifying the detachment of the individual or 
group ... from an earlier fixed point in the social structure”. From this, I understand that 
the detachment can be symbolic or physical or both. An example, from van Gennep’s 
(1909) theory of separation, is a child’s coming of age, and this age is different for 
different communities or societies.  The initiation process that signals the development 
from childhood into the adolescent stage involves children being separated from their 
ordinary social life. An example he provides from African culture is the change of status 
ceremony that takes place when a boy reaches puberty and requires that he be 
physically separated from the village. Such separation is therefore both physical and 




western societies, this may be when a child finishes formal schooling at age 18 or 
reaches the legal age of consent at age 21.  
The second phase represents the core of liminality (van Gennep, 1909). van Gennep 
(1909) describes the liminal phase as a period between the separation and transition 
stages, meaning that individuals have left the first stage but not yet entered the new 
stage. The word liminality comes from the Latin word “limen”, meaning being at a 
threshold, and to facilitate movement into the next phase all limits and usual practices 
are temporarily suspended (van Gennep, 1909). It is in this in-between stage that 
one’s status is suspended between the old and the new. An example provided by van 
Gennep of liminality is of a pregnant woman, removed from her previous status but 
not yet being considered a mother. As such, this in-between stage is regarded as an 
important time for her to prepare for her new role, and is thus regarded as unique and 
sacred. Another example he provides are initiates, who in the in-between stage are 
not obliged to follow any rules, and yet are regarded as “sacred and holy, and therefore 
untouchable and dangerous, just as gods would be" (van Gennep, 2006, p. 125-126). 
The third stage, the rite of incorporation, occurs when the individual has adjusted to 
the new situation to enable them to reintegrate with everyday life (van Gennep, 1960; 
Teodorescu & Călin, 2015). I found useful the diagram from Weintraub (2013) that is 
based on Turner’s (1969) views of liminality. Weintraub (2013) argues that liminality is 
about transitioning between cultures to discover your true self and become re-
incorporated (finding your place) into society, while still surrounded by everyday life as 
he/she moves through the different phases.  
 




In the context of this study, the learner was in a number of liminal spaces - in terms of 
place as he moved between boarding-school and home; in terms of age and 
development as he moved from pre- adolescence to adolescence; and in terms of 
material space as he transitioned from a home life characterised by working-class poor 
parents and a low income, to an environment populated by peers from middle class 
socio-economic circumstances. This resulted in a confluence of liminal spaces all of 
which come with their own sets of uncertainty and tensions (Van Deventer, 2017).  
Following on the work of van Gennep (1909), Turner (1967), an anthropologist, who 
studied rituals and social change in small-scale societies, was drawn to the elements 
of liminality and rites of passage after his fieldwork in Africa in the 1950s and 1960s.  
Turner, after studying the Ndembu tribe in central Africa and observing their social 
rituals, realised the similarities between his own findings and that of van Gennep’s.   
Turner expanded on van Gennep’s concept of liminality, by describing the individual 
removed from the rest of the community as a “tabula rasa, a blank slate, on which is 
inscribed the knowledge and wisdom of the group, in those respects that pertain to the 
new status” (Turner, 1995, p.103). It denotes an individual having no status who is 
dependent on the knowledge and wisdom that will be shared by the group to shape 
and develop this new status.  In his view, the transition rites were an enabler to 
incorporate change and establish a new status quo. Turner’s (1967) work therefore 
revealed social change from the point of view of the individuals’ experience, as well 
as the social change in the development of common beliefs that characterise the social 
group. 
According to Turner (1969, p. 95), “attributes of liminality or of liminal personae 
(‘threshold people’) are necessarily ambiguous, since this condition and these persons 
elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally locate states and 
positions in cultural space”. In other words, individuals in this liminal space are often 
viewed as outsiders as they are in-between spaces, not really belonging to any specific 
group, and thus being “betwixt and between” stages (Turner, 1967, p. 93-94). The 
result is a state of ‘communitas,’ a so-called structureless society were the social order 
is suspended and equality, individual freedom and spontaneity prioritised.  It is also a 




fruitful in stimulating creativity, experimentation, and the emergence of new ideas 
(Turner, 1969).  
Turner (1967), although influenced by van Gennep (1909), differs from him on views 
of the individual versus the community in the liminal phase.  Turner (1967) believes 
that liminality is “limbo” in the sense of a communitas experiencing the transition of 
social change together, whereas van Gennep (1909) believes liminality is experienced 
individually. I incorporated both van Gennep’s (1909) and Turner’s (1967) views of 
liminality in this study, as adolescence is not only experienced individually, but as part 
of a community of a certain age as well. I found both the original work of van Gennep 
(1909) and the expanded ideas of Turner (1967) on liminality relevant, as they 
provided a suitable lens for exploring the experiences of someone who found himself 
in such a space. In this study, which focused on how a young pre-adolescent boy 
moving to a boarding-school environment was influenced, the notion of liminality or 
transition between two ‘spaces’ was pertinent. I explored not only the issues of the 
young boy’s experiences in physically transitioning from pre-adolescence to 
adolescence but also his transition into a new stage of psychological, social, and 
emotional development and the concomitant movement from one living and 
educational space into another. I thus drew on both the ideas of van Gennep (1909) 
and Turner (1967) in my discussions in this chapter and integrated these with studies 
in the areas I explored.  
 
2.3. Understanding the notion of liminality: what can be learned from the 
literature? 
As there is a paucity of research on the intersection of liminality and my topic, I drew 
on studies in other fields that use the theoretical lens of liminality and show how these 
informed my thinking and arguments.  
In trying to understand the experiences of an individual in the second rites of passage-
the liminal phase, I drew on a number of studies in fields such as anthropology, 
psychology, theology, sociology, science, and education. The first is a study 
conducted by Wendling (2008) who focused on the interpretation of Van Gennep’s 




framework. Wendling (2008) further explores how rituals and practices have changed 
over time in both western and indigenous cultures, exploring how human beings 
transition through important stages of their lives. This includes every change of place, 
state (social structures/ seasonal changes), social position, as well as age, which are 
all classified as a rite of passage, for example, transitions in people’s lives (Wendling, 
2008, p. 2). In the study, the changes are referred to as traditional rites (seasonal) 
changing over time.  These traditional rites are ritual activities and teachings that strip 
individuals of their original roles and prepare them for their new roles. Examples 
include: baptisms; puberty; confirmations; graduations; weddings; retirement; and 
funerals (Wendling, 2008). Traditional rites are short lived, as it is usually a ritual 
conducted in a specific period of time, for instance, a wedding happens on one day in 
western culture.  However, in today’s day and age, we experience ongoing changes 
that are extended over time (Wendling, 2008), this means that the liminal phase is 
prolonged as well.  
Wendling’s (2008) study draws emphasis on the liminal phase, and describes it as a 
place of ‘in-betweenness’ where any individual in the liminal phase will encounter 
ambiguity, uncertainty, and anxiety. This is experienced differently by individuals 
depending on the element or aspect of life impacted. For instance, there is a difference 
when children experience puberty (developmental), when death occurs 
(psychological), as children explore new friendships (social), and when an individual 
experiences a religious revelation such as the Christian experience of being ‘saved’ 
(spiritual). Although my study did not focus on the spiritual threshold, I did find the 
findings useful for exploring the rites of transition that individuals undergo.  
Another study by Thomassen (2009) examined liminality from three dimensions, 
namely: subject area, temporal dimension, and spatial dimension. These 
differentiations added to my understanding of how the theoretical frame had been 
interpreted. Social group cases are small societies or groups of cohorts, while 
moments could refer to current situations or epochs, which consists of decades. 
Whereas, the spatial dimension consists of a specific place or threshold, or areas or 
zones such monasteries, prisons, or the border between two countries. Thomassen 
(2009) argues that individuals passing through a rite of passage undergo 




Encounters such as puberty, initiation rituals, peer pressure, and exploring new 
religions or cultures can lead to individuals questioning their purpose and identity, 
social relationships, and a sense of belonging (Thomassen, 2009). What I take from 
Thomassen’s (2009) study is how structure and order is needed in the liminal period 
to assist individuals. There is usually a community or individual (ceremony master) to 
guide people through a new developmental experience.  
I also found the study by Beech (2011) useful in understanding the effects of liminality 
on identity. Beech explores a case study of two adults (1 male and 1 female), tracing 
their processes of identity change when placed in a specific social context. Beech 
(2011) focuses specifically on the change process when individuals are between “two 
identity constructions: when they are neither one thing nor the other” (Beech, 2011, p. 
2). In this temporary state, Beech argues that one’s identity is reconstructed – in his 
study of the two individuals he found that the liminal phase is often triggered by a 
ritualistic event (Beech, 2011, cited by Dukes, 2018, p. 23). He found that three liminal 
practices impacted the identity of his subjects, namely: experimentation, reflection, 
and recognition (Beech, 2011, p. 6).  I reasoned that these would be useful to my study 
in the tumultuous years of change in adolescence. The sense of ambiguity, loss of 
identity, and the feelings of misperception could have been similar to what I found 
within the case I was studying – a young male teenager moving into a new school, 
possibly feeling like an outsider, struggling to find his voice and subject to the rules 
and conventions laid down by the new institution he was entering.   
There are a number of studies that illustrate how adapting to the rules and norms of a 
new (and often unfamiliar) environment can usually be accompanied by much 
uncertainty and anxiety (Petersen, 2017; Teodorescu & Calin, 2015; Van Deventer, 
2017; Warner & Gabe, 2004;). Although the studies by Van Deventer (2017), Warner 
and Gabe (2004), Teodorescu and Călin (2015) and Petersen (2017) differ in terms of 
foci, their research on liminality yielded similar findings with respect to feelings of 
anxiety and uncertainty when in this liminal state. Van Deventer (2017) studied the 
book of Daniel from the perspective of liminality in theology with a focus on 
resurrection. The results focus on the feelings of flux and marginality as they transition 
to cross over (Van Deventer, 2017). Here the emphasis was on death as “a link 




456) rendering to an in-between state as their one life ends and transitions into the 
next life.  Liminality brings forth the new life while negatively experiencing uncertainty, 
and ambiguity towards entering your new life (Van Deventer, 2017).  
In addition, Teodorescu and Călin (2015) investigated the liminality experiences of 
media consumption with rituals in television media. The study was conducted on the 
“space between mass media’s content and the public’s attitude [that] is facilitated by 
the thought of media consumption” (Teodorescu & Călin, 2015, p. 99). The viewers 
experience a liminal phase, as they become a part of liminality in deciding what sort 
of trends become popular on television. These influence mass media. The results of 
this study reveal that the news, movies, soap operas, and advertising can be treated 
as rituals of society, and people enter liminality when watching any programme on 
television. Mass media consumers enter a liminal space when deciding which ritual 
has more relevance to mass media content. 
Moreover, Warner and Gabe (2004) studied how social workers explored liminality 
through assessing the risks of their clients. Their study was conducted with 39 social 
workers that did mental risk assessments on their clients’ behaviour. Warner and Gabe 
(2004) found that most of the social workers displayed uncertainty about the clients’ 
behaviour, whether it was a mental illness or part of their personality traits. The results 
revealed that social work is described as a liminal profession as social workers are in 
an in-between phase of provisional findings (Warner & Gabe, 2004). The provisional 
findings have to be monitored (liminal phase) by social workers before they make 
conclusions on their patients’ mental risk assessment.  
Lastly, I draw on Petersen’s (2017) study on the liminality of new teachers entering the 
teaching realm for the first time from university into their own classrooms. The study 
was conducted with 10 novice foundation phase teachers who qualified from different 
universities in the greater Johannesburg area. Novice teachers experience “instability 
and uncertainty often with a diversity of factors” (Petersen, 2017, p. 3). The novice 
teachers experience liminality as they exit the separation phase (university) and enter 
into the assimilation phase (1st year in a classroom). Results reveal that novice 
teachers feel ill-prepared in a classroom and all expressed the view that their transition 




p.5), or as referred to by Turner (1969), commiunitas - this would be a community of 
practice. However, novice teachers did learn to “…cope with their new station of life” 
(Turner, 1969, p. 365 cited by Petersen, 2017, p. 5), and bring forth new knowledge 
and skills by learning everyday practices of a school teacher to adapt into the 
profession. What these studies have in common is that they all pointed to a transition, 
accompanied by feelings of uncertainty and flux, but on the positive side, also 
accompanied by a sense of bringing forth something new.  
Although the studies I have explored in this section are not similar in context, feelings 
of uncertainty and tension are common during the separation and liminal stages. In 
the sections that follow, I explore each of the different liminal spaces that a young boy 
moving into a new stage of development and maturation and into a different material 
world and way of life may experience. I also make an argument for how these are likely 
to impact his transition. It is precisely these aspects of liminality that Gray (2016) 
argues opens the door for growth. She explores the notion of ‘liminal thinking’ (Gray, 
2016, p. 25) contending that by challenging, understanding, and reshaping a person’s 
belief system, positive change is most likely to result.  These transitions are likely to 
be fraught with tension and can be experienced positively by bringing forth the new. 
 
2.3.1  Liminality of place and space 
 
The learner in this study lives in an isolated farm environment but attends school in a 
well-functioning boarding-school environment. Learners in boarding-schools generally 
spend weekends and holidays at home and live at the boarding-school during the 
week or during the school term. In this section, I argue how the learner in this study is 
“‘betwixt and between’ all the recognized fixed points in space-time of structural 
classification” (Turner, 1967, p. 97). The journey between home and school results “in 
between-ness” or “liminality” (Turner, 1967, p. 97). Moving into the boarding-school 
could result in these learners being in an in-between place, that bridges “what is” and 





2.3.1.1 Geospatial location and historical space of rural areas   
 
The liminality of space and place exists at many levels when transitioning between a 
rural and an urban space. Firstly, the geospatial location and historical space of the 
farm environment generally predisposes children who are born on a farm to a 
particular type of education and way of life. For the purposes of this research, I use 
the term “geospatial” to refer to environmental characteristics that describe space and 
place. These include the physical characteristics of the built environment in terms of 
location, access to social settings whereby individuals interact with each other in their 
communities, the presence of institutions such as schools and hospitals, as well as 
the distance between an individual and these services within that geographic space 
(Kelling & Coles, 1996). Geospatially, in terms of location, the area of study lies below 
the Witwatersrand mountain range in Gauteng, South Africa on the fringe of a rural-
urban area.  
A rural-urban fringe is described as an area where there are both rural and urban 
functions, with farming being the predominant activity along with a few urban services 
and facilities (Cash, 2014, p. 9). It is an area where the city meets the countryside. 
Settlements in South Africa are divided into formal settlements, informal settlements, 
and traditional settlements (Statistics South Africa Census Report, 2003). A case study 
done by Ogra and Onatu (2013) about metropolitan housing development revealed 
that housing in the rural-urban fringe of South Africa varies according to province and 
population growth, but generally consists of informal settlements, residential areas, 
farm areas, and hostel units. The farming areas of the rural-urban fringe are generally 
inhabited by disadvantaged and unemployed populations (Atkinson, 2014). They are 
also predisposed to a lack of basic infrastructure. Access to basic public services is 
lowest amongst disadvantaged populations, and “is positively correlated with income” 
(International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD)- The World Bank, 
2018, p. 22). The lack of services such as limited electricity supply, water sources, and 
sanitation facilities in rural areas exacerbates poverty (IBRD- The World Bank, 2018; 
Atkinson, 2014). Studies done by Atkinson (2014) and IBRD- World Bank (2018) 
explores poverty and inequality with respect to demographics, food systems, 




lack in basic infrastructure impacts negatively on children’s health and education 
outcomes. I discuss the effects of poverty on nutrition of children in Section 2.2.3 under 
material liminality.  
Studies have shown that families living in socially isolated areas have a few positive 
benefits (Kelly, Steiner, Mazzei & Baker, 2019), such as being self-reliant, resilient, 
and resourceful. However, there are more negatives than positives on social isolation 
in rural areas.  
Living on a farm makes it difficult for children who move from a rural area to adjust to 
a new environment. Families that live in rural farm areas are located generally quite 
far from their neighbours (Craig, 2010), living in isolated rural settlements. Craig’s 
(2010) study explores how the radio was one of the only forms of socialisation for 
isolated rural families, and results revealed that the radio provided a cultural and 
economic connection to the global society as a socialisation tool. Craig (2010) 
describes the isolation as a disconnection from the global society. It also provides 
useful insights on socialisation linked to locality in rural dispersed settlements. 
Henning-Smith, Ecklund, Lahr, Evenson, Moscovice and Kozhimmanil (2018, p. 2) 
also use the term “rural social isolation” to describe the geospatial and social 
conditions in these settlements. The farm environment creates a sense of social 
isolation because it is so dispersed from neighbours. Furthermore, children are 
disadvantaged as they are not exposed to other social interactions (Gordon, Levitas, 
Pantazis, Patsios, Payne, Townsend, Adelman, Ashworth, Middleton & Bradshaw, 
2000), such as children with similar or different languages, cultures, and religious 
backgrounds. The article by Gordon et al. (2000) describes how isolated children tend 
to be withdrawn and lack social interaction, which possibly leads to them being afraid 
of strangers.  
If children do not overcome social isolation in their early years of schooling, it becomes 
an adjustment problem in high school or when they have to adapt to a larger social 
setting (Hymel, McClure, Miller, Shumka & Trach, 2015). Not acquiring the proper 
communication skills in social settings could hinder children’s progress at school as 
well (Ostrove & Long, 2007). For instance, it may influence children’s ability to interact 




that socially isolated children often “lack skills in role-taking and because of this are 
unable to empathise” (Budhal, 1998, p. 59), hampering their social development 
(Bester & Budhal, 2001). Moreover, it could later impact children once they move into 
the tertiary sector.  
Secondly, many African families are patriarchal because of their cultures, which 
means that the head of the household (generally the father), is in charge of all the 
decision making (Mudau & Obadire, 2017). The effects of such patriarchal 
environments often result in partner violence and family disintegration (Sathiparsad, 
2008). Thus, being far away from neighbours allows the head of the household to 
condition the behaviour of their children to serve the needs of the family without any 
interference (Kevane, 2012). As such, children encounter pressure from home to 
complete farm chores or domestic duties (Hall & Sambu, 2017), and thus often neglect 
studies at school. Moreover, some parents in rural households are not as supportive 
of their children’s social and academic activities (Mudau & Obadire, 2017; 
Sathiparsad, 2008) as they see children as investments for “income and old-age 
security” (Kevane, 2012, p. 12352)  
The third aspect associated with the geospatial and historical space of the farm 
environment is the quality of schooling. In addition to the lack of basic infrastructure 
and the effects of living in isolated settlements, children living in rural areas also tend 
to be exposed to poor quality schooling. A low quality education is generally found in 
the rural parts of South Africa (Coetzee, 2014, p. 2). Spaull (2013) conducted a study 
on the primary school system in South Africa, and the results revealed that there are 
two types of school systems. These are dysfunctional school systems (poverty stricken 
and produces low academic performance) and functional school systems (wealthy and 
produce high academic performance).  He further elaborates by stating that the 
majority of South African schools in rural areas lack rich environments and 
pedagogical resources that promote teaching and learning. A similar finding was also 
expressed by Lawless (2009) who explored the disadvantages of many rural schools 
in America and found that they were not equipped with libraries, or specialised 
teachers, and did not provide learners with opportunities for participation in a wide 
range of extra-curricular activities. These results are also evident in South African 




produce better academic results because stakeholders, which include learners, 
teachers, and parents, are not actively involved in the education process 
(Modisaotsile, 2012, p.3).  
These differences in the quality of rural and urban education impact on learner 
academic achievement in primary and secondary schools. A study by Spaull (2015) 
confirmed that 41% of Grade 6 learners in rural areas are considered to be illiterate in 
comparison to 13% in urban areas. Unfortunately, learners who are unable to read by 
Grade 4 are unable to meaningfully engage with other subjects in the curriculum 
(Spaull, 2015), thus diminishing their chances of success in schooling as a whole. 
Research conducted on rural education by Pasensie (2015) has revealed that there 
are 25 720 public schools in South Africa, of which 11 252 represent rural schools, 
who many researchers argue still face the same educational problems from a decade 
ago. In 2015, the Ministerial Committee on Rural Education (MCRE) suggested that 
learners in farm schools should, where possible, opt for boarding-school education, as 
a means of alleviating poverty (Pasensie, 2015).   
 
2.3.1.2 Transitioning between home and boarding-school 
 
Most parents from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds want their children to 
attend good schools (Maile, 2004). The environment (location) generally has an 
influence on the choice parents make. The results of Maile’s (2004) study on school 
choice discloses that one of the reasons for choices parents make can be traced back 
to the economic and political change that occurred in South Africa during the apartheid 
and post-apartheid era. During apartheid, parents were limited to educational choices 
for their children because of Bantu Education (Ndimande, 2016). Schools in the rural 
and township areas have limited resources and are known as previously 
disadvantaged schools. However, the post-apartheid era allowed learners from rural 
and township areas to expand their learning opportunities. Grounded on the history of 
education in the rural and township areas, Mokgomme’s (1997) study on adults who 




sent their children to ex Model C 1 schools in urban areas. People’s perceptions were 
that rural and township schools were under performing. Maile (2004, p. 95) argues 
that such perceptions were confirmed by the “notion of the decline in the culture of 
teaching and learning in these schools”. Similarly, Ndimande’s (2016) study on school 
choices in South Africa reveals that rural and township schools were not fully 
integrated as they still lacked resources and were understaffed in terms of qualified 
teachers. Therefore, parents who can afford suburban or private education, tend to 
send their children to better schools. In the same way, rural parents in an Australian 
study choose boarding-schools based on a school’s academic record or reputation 
known for good quality education (McCarthy, 2016). The Independent Schools Council 
of Australia’s (2017) annual report on the school system indicates that rural boarding-
schools are frequently the only option for learners from rural areas, as the 
geographical distance from their home to a good school is quite far. Parents in rural 
areas in Australia seem to face a similar dilemma as parents in South African rural 
areas pertaining to the choices parents make about school selection.  
Children who move to a boarding-school find themselves in an extended liminal space, 
particularly at the beginning, as they continuously move between their home 
environment and boarding-school. Children in unfamiliar surroundings find it difficult 
to adjust to a new environment (Behaghel et al., 2017). Fischer et al. (1986) study on 
students moving into a boarding-school in the first year, found that a sense of isolation 
or seclusion is experienced. The further away from home they were, the more isolated 
they felt. In addition, studies done by Behagel et al. (2017) and Fischer et al. (1986) 
reveal that children have a sense of loss regarding friends, family, and security with 
their new lifestyle. Mandler’s (1975) interruption theory is useful as it suggests that an 
individual will create interruptions in on-going school activities to try to restore 
equilibrium. The interruption theory of Mandler (1975) can be described as a 
psychological and emotional response to a disruption caused by irregular activity or 
change. I found Mandler’s (1975) theory relevant as it refers to adolescent behaviour 
when placed in new surroundings such as a boarding-school. An example of such an 
 
1 “Model C [schools were white apartheid schools that were] state-aided (or semi-private), with its 
management council responsible for the running of the school, appointment of staff, determination of 





interruption is an individual withdrawing or misbehaving in class, as a way of getting 
attention. It takes time for learners to adjust to a new environment, sometimes up to a 
year (Behagel et al., 2017). This lag time before any adjustments are made results in 
learners progressing very slowly in their academics (Behagel et al., 2017). During this 
period, learners feel secluded from their family and withdraw in class, or find boarding-
school more socially competitive and struggle to adapt and make new friends (Laiser 
& Makewa, 2016; Behagel et al., 2017; Schaverien, 2011). From these studies, I 
surmise that learners experience difficulties, both socially and academically, in 
adjusting to the new environment during this lag period. The adjustment however, 
varies from learner to learner. 
Nevertheless, there are many advantages for children living in a boarding-school. For 
example, Behagel, et al. (2017, p.158) argue that “boarding-schools provide students 
with smaller classes, more engaged teachers, better peers, less classroom disruption, 
and more mandatory time spent each day in a study room”. Additionally, a well-
functioning boarding-school lays the foundation for a structured lifestyle (Martin et al., 
2014), which includes having a tight scheduling system that assists learners in time 
management and discipline.  Martin et al.’s (2014) research argues that structure and 
routine from boarding-schools help learners develop qualities to enable them to 
succeed in furthering education or in the workplace.  Similarly, Vigar-Ellis’s (2013) 
study on male-boarding-school learners found a structured schedule contributing to 
success in academic achievement. This study also confirmed the importance of 
boarding-schools in creating secure environments that nurture healthy relationships 
(Vigar-Ellis, 2013, p. 9). Another advantage is that boarding-schools generally cater 
for the personal needs of the children such as security, love, freedom, independency, 
self-expression, and achievement (Curto & Fryer, 2014).  
Many good boarding-schools have academic support and development policies set in 
place for learners from poor rural schools (McRae, 2007). In South Africa, some 
private boarding-schools conduct their own entry-level tests to determine academic 
and skill level ascertainment so as to support learners (Franklin, 2017). Therefore, a 
greater level of individual support is given to learners to ensure that they develop and 




However, moving between the two environments can be a disadvantage, as a learner 
has to continuously adjust or readjust between going home on weekends and returning 
to boarding-school. I argue that learners are in a continuous state of flux between the 
two environments (home and boarding-school), constantly being at crossroads, 
caught between the authority and rules of home and school. When children experience 
authoritarianism at home, their ability to become independent diminishes as obedience 
is emphasised (Bigger, 2010). Whereas, results reveal that excessive authority at 
school can lead to rebellious behaviour and aggression at school (Bigger, 2010). 
Although Bigger’s (2010) study is on the liminality experienced through fictional texts, 
it draws on encounters of adolescents’ experiences within school and other 
environments.  
Learners, in this in-between space of liminality, also have to adjust to someone else 
like the house master as the head of the ‘boarding-school household’ taking charge, 
monitoring the children’s routines and interests, and possibly influencing their beliefs. 
Over weekends, learners return to their families doing their household duties required 
of them. A study conducted on parents and childcare in rural areas, disclosed that 
rural parents lack time and usually have no routines at home other than farm chores 
(Hade, 2004). Thus, the differences in rules, routines, and experiences between home 
and boarding-school environments could exacerbate feelings of uncertainty and 
anxiety in this liminal space.  In this section, I have discussed children’s experiences 
of liminality in relation to place and space. The next section will address liminality in 
relation to biological age.   
 
2.3.2 Liminality of biological age 
 
The participant at the onset of this study, which began in 2018 was 12 years of age 
and as at 2020, is now 14 years old. Children in this age group are transitioning from 
childhood to an adolescent stage. They are therefore at an in-between stage, being 
betwixt and between childhood and adolescence (van Gennep, 1909; Turner, 1967). 
Drawing once again on Turner’s (1974) study of liminality, "…the ritual subjects pass 




attributes of either the preceding or subsequent social statuses or cultural states... In 
liminality, [everyday] social relations may be discontinued, former rights and 
obligations are suspended, the social order may seem to have been turned upside 
down" (Turner, 1974 [1981, pp. 24-27]). 
In this section, I discuss the reasons for adolescents experiencing this mixture of 
emotions as described by Turner (1974) in the above excerpt, which I present in 
Diagram 2 below. I argue that the period of ambiguity is closely intertwined with the 
physical, psychological, and social changes associated with adolescence. 
 
 
                                   
 
 
Diagram 2: Tensions related to liminality of biological age 
The “physical changes that signal the start of adolescence occur alongside 
psychological and social changes, marking this period as a critical stage in becoming 
an adult” (Christie & Viner, 2005, p. 302). I will therefore be discussing liminality in 
relation to the physical, psychological, and social changes experienced as boys 
transition from childhood to adolescence.  
Firstly, when entering adolescence, the young child is faced with negotiating the 
physical bodily changes accompanied by puberty. Physical changes in males tend to 
occur at around 12 years old (Brown, 2017). A boy’s body transforms when the 
“hormones controlling physical development are activated in early puberty” (Eccles, 
1999, p. 38). I drew on Eccles (1999) and Kager’s (2008) research as it focuses on 











learning who they are; seeking new friendships and companionship; and learning to 
acquire new skills to be productive. These challenges affect adolescents’ development 
as identity creates confusion during this time, and they need to figure out who they are 
and who they would like to be. Seeking new friendships and companionships affects 
adolescents’ development as they start to lose friends and seek to be accepted. 
Adolescents’ lives change as they take on new responsibilities and acquire new skills 
that enhance their development to cope in adolescence and later in their life. The 
findings in this study (Eccles, 1999, p. 41) informs parents, schools, and any influential 
environments of the need to “provide a zone of comfort” and “facilitate positive 
development during the turbulent early-adolescent years”. This research informed my 
study, as it is necessary to understand the changes male learners could be 
experiencing during adolescence, and how adult guidance plays an important role 
during this liminal phase of change.  
 
A Canadian study on youth transitioning through liminal experiences of self-identity, 
viewed puberty as a rite of passage for children to emerge into adulthood (Labelle, 
2012). An example of this is seen when boys suddenly experience voice changes or 
‘breaks’- recognised as a boy becoming a man.  However, not everyone goes through 
puberty at the same time. Some males may take longer than others to reach physical 
maturity. Delayed puberty can be emotionally distressing for boys (Christie & Viner, 
2005) as they experience a great deal of pressure from their peers (Paulu, 2005) which 
can also negatively influence their social development.  
 
Some of the causes of delayed puberty include amongst others, poor nutrition, chronic 
illness, severe psychosocial stress, and eating disorders (Christie & Viner, 2005).  
Rubin, Bowker and Gazelle’s (2010) study on social withdrawal in adolescence reveals 
that delayed puberty may lower children’s self-esteem when they develop late or do 
not like the changes accompanied by puberty. Susman and Dorn (2009) explore the 
role of puberty within an adolescent’s development, and argue that the timing of 
puberty is inextricably linked to their weight, stress levels, malnutrition, and any 
problems children face in early life. For example, some boys may gain or lose weight 
due to stress or malnutrition and get teased at school about their weight. Psychological 




which sometimes leads to behaviour problems and depression in pre-adolescent ages 
(Masselink, Van Roekel & Oldehinkel, 2018; Orth, Robins & Roberts, 2008). Studies 
on adolescents’ negative experiences of puberty affirmed that it has a similar effect on 
their academic achievement (Koerselman & Pekkarinen, 2017; Comer, 2006). 
However, boys who experience early puberty usually develop social skills before other 
children. These early ‘bloomers’ have already acquired skills in sharing, and 
understand rules and consequences for actions (Oswalt, 2019).  A longitudinal study 
conducted by Koivusilta and Rimpela (2004) that centres on puberty development in 
boys, revealed that boys who develop early also perform better at school than late 
bloomers. As such, the physical changes are also linked to their psychological and 
social development.  
Positive physical growth and development during puberty gives adolescents the 
confidence that they can make adult decisions. However, they could easily be 
misguided by their own judgement or advice from their friends (Paulu, 2005). 
Adolescents want to feel like adults but are not ready to take on full responsibility for 
their actions. Therefore, they are constantly negotiating the tension between the 
expectations of adolescence and requirements for successful adulthood. Boys in this 
stage of development are therefore in a state of “limbo” (Turner, 1969, p.361), with 
much uncertainty about the changes they are experiencing. Physically, they are 
maturing, but recognise that they are not yet adults. At the same time, they no longer 
view themselves as children.  
Together with these physical changes, adolescents’ sense of self-worth is closely 
related to how their peers perceive them (Davison & McCabe, 2006).  Emotionally they 
begin to move away from parental support and dependence and begin to seek 
stronger peer identification (Christie & Viner, 2005). Meeus and Dekoviíc (1995) and 
Blum (2004) refer to this stage as the ‘separation-individuation’ stage, which involves 
a disengagement from parents, and peers becoming an important part of their network. 
With their newly discovered autonomy, they begin learning to make their own 
decisions, thus displaying greater agency as they psychologically become more self-
aware of themselves (Bhat & Netragaonkar, 2014). This in turn leads to a more positive 
self-concept and they are more likely to achieve better academic results. This view is 




adolescents’ academic achievement linked to self-concept. Brown and Larson (2008) 
also explored the influence of peer relationships and the psychological effects these 
have amongst adolescents. Psychologically, social acceptance is one example that 
influences children’s self-esteem and emotional and behavioural outcomes on 
whether they are able to make friends or not (Brown & Larson, 2008). Peer 
relationships during the stage of adolescence are therefore important, as they discover 
their own identities and learn to be somewhat independent (Brown & Larson, 2008).   
In this liminal state, change is therefore inevitable, resulting in the development of a 
personal identity. Adolescents in this stage begin to question and compare present 
commitments with alternatives, and a possible replacement of these commitments 
based on these comparisons (Klimstra, Hale, Raaijmakers, Branje & Meeus, 2010). 
Such reconsideration captures an important facet of identity formation in young 
adolescents (Klimstra et al., 2010). Studies on the cognitive development of self-
perception and academic motivation within adolescence, confirms that their cognitive 
reasoning begins to develop during early adolescence (Eccles & Midgley, 1990; 
Eccles, Widgley & Byrnes, 2003). They are able to have a broader perspective on 
multiple dimensions of how to address the problems they could face in their lives. 
During this stage of reconsideration, the adolescent is again in a liminal state because 
of the uncertainty experienced with the choices they are faced with. They also 
constantly compare how they think others perceive them compared to their ideal self 
(Sirin & Rogers-Siren, 2004). Peer relationships often allow adolescents to reflect on 
their self-perception, attitudes, and behaviour, and to try to find their own identity 
(Prinstein & Wang, 2005).   
A study conducted by Christie and Viner (2005) explores the psychological and social 
development and challenges that adolescent’s encounter while transitioning towards 
adulthood. These encounters include responsibility, challenging authority, changing to 
a new school or environment, and making new friends (Christie & Viner, 2015, p. 302).  
The results revealed that communication with adolescents is crucial during this time 
as they experience liminality associated with the physical, psychological, and social 
effects of puberty.  From a social perspective, peer relationships become a priority in 
the pre-adolescent and adolescent stages (Eccles, 1999, p. 39). Social conformity with 




important to their friends (Parkhurst & Asher, 1992). A research study done by 
Parkhurst and Asher (1992) on peer rejection in an American middle school, reveals 
that most adolescents feel lonely and not accepted by peers. In my view, social 
acceptance from peers becomes even more important for children living in a boarding-
school. Howard and Johnson (2004) and Pereira and Pooley (2007), both Australian  
studies on the transitions from primary school to high school, suggest that social 
relationships at a boarding-school allows individuals to find friends that they fit in with, 
and in turn creates a sense of belonging. Moreover, learners have a wider social 
setting to explore (Laiser & Makewa, 2016).   
Adolescence is also a time when children learn to balance multiple friendships while 
simultaneously trying to figure out what their priorities are (Oswalt, 2019). Although 
many studies reveal that many negative peer groups could be formed during early 
adolescence (Brown, 1990; Harter, 1998; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman & 
Midgley, 1991; Bester & Budhal, 2001), children often associate and seek out friends 
with similar likes or interests to their own. The findings from these studies were useful, 
as they provided me with a lens for examining the male learner in this study and 
whether or not he was experiencing similar or different traits pertaining to adolescent 
development.  
Although peers play an important role in decisions made, parents do indirectly 
influence how their children socialise with their peers. A study exploring the role of 
family relationships in adolescent development, suggests that parents who are warm 
and supportive teach their children social skills needed to develop relationships with 
peers (Bell, Avery, Jenkins, Feld and Schoenrock, 1985; Hindman & Morrison, 2012). 
However, adolescents whose parents are too controlling or restrictive usually begin to 
question their parents’ views and could begin to rebel (Baumrind, Larzelere & Owens, 
2010; Panahi, 2015). Parents also indirectly influence whom their children associate 
with, for example, their social class and educational levels influence the kind of friends 
their children will choose (Klimstra et al., 2010). However, adolescents from minority 
groups who enter a dominant culture at a school tend to disregard their own culture 
by assimilating into the dominant culture. In so doing, they experience estrangement 
and struggle to fit in with the dominant culture (Steinberg & Morris, 2001), possibly 




liminal phase, the social order that they have been accustomed to, has been turned 
“upside down” (Turner, 1974).  
Jaskulska (2015, p. 100) exploring how liminality is experienced during adolescent 
development, reveals that liminality is unavoidable when moving from childhood into 
adolescence. I drew on the study by Jaskulska (2015) as she reminds us that children 
transitioning into adolescence are also exposed to forms of initiation, which can impact 
positively or negatively on their social and academic development. In modern society, 
these initiation rites can be defined as acceptance or rejection from peers, based on 
the rules that operate within specific groups at the time. These social structures vary 
from clustering of friends, segregation, and hierarchies (McFarland, Moody, Diehl, 
Smith and Thomas, 2014).  Earls and Carlson (2001), by drawing on McFarland et 
al.’s (2014) study on the social group rankings that adolescents develop amongst 
themselves, infer that these social structures become more complex in boarding-
schools. For example, the effects of segregation and hierarchy in the form of bullying 
at school could imply that the boarding-school learner is bullied both at school and in 
the hostel at night (Hadwen, 2015). Bullying is a very prevalent issue at boarding-
schools (Pfeiffer & Pinquart, 2014; Asiyai, 2015; Carroll-Lind & Kearney, 2004). 
According to the studies mentioned above, this is due to the fact that there are no 
parental figures present and therefore removing the safety net of protection that they 
have at home.  Moreover, Eccles (1999) explains that adolescent boys would not seek 
adult help with the bullying issue, as peer acceptance is highly valued most of the time.  
Emotionally, adolescents experience emotional surges such as loneliness, and 
homesickness (Hadwen, 2015, p. 39). This could lead to long-term mental health 
issues for children (Foucar & Duffel, 2001). Schaverien (2011) further argues that 
homesickness could result in a disconnection of emotions as individuals desire their 
childhood home, which negatively impacts their adulthood as they are unable to settle 
down.  These studies cited in this section added value to my study as the factors 
mentioned above could have impacted negatively on the adolescent I was studying, 
in particular his well-being if he had difficulties in adjusting to the new environment.  
Children transitioning from childhood to adolescence are faced with a number of 
stressors, physically, socially, and psychologically. They are in an in-between space 




changes create a sense of uncertainty, thus contributing to their experiences of 
liminality (Wendling, 2008). Additionally, living in a boarding-school during this stage 
of development is an additional layer of stress. There is a lot of research about these 
experiences, which I have discussed in the aforementioned sections.  
Australian Department of Education and Training [ADEST] (2017) argues that well-
functioning schools should focus on the emotional, physical, and social transitions of 
pre-adolescent and adolescent learners. If this is done, academic achievement will 
significantly progress. I agree with the argument, as good relationships with teachers, 
masters/mistresses and learners need to be established to create a positive 
connection between academic achievement and social development. Studies reveal 
that boarding-schools can create a positive environment, by catering towards the 
learners emotional, physical, and social needs, and teaching them about the 
responsibilities needed in adulthood (Behaghel et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2014; Vigar- 
Ellis, 2013; ADEST, 2017). Thus, a well-functioning boarding-school can help the 
adolescent male learner through his numerous changes, while progressing in his 
academic achievement and social development. 
2.3.3 Material Liminality 
 
The learner in this study lives in a highly segregated world, transitioning weekly 
between an isolated farm environment and a well-functioning boarding-school 
environment. The disadvantaged socio-economic background he was born into 
predisposed him to a specific way of life. Payne’s (2005) study refers to the 
generational poverty framework in South Africa, and points out that children raised in 
low-income families more often score lower than children from more affluent families 
on assessments of health, cognitive development, school achievement, and emotional 
well-being. However, his movement into the boarding-school has exposed him to life, 
as experienced by middle-class learners. This resulted in him continuously readjusting 
his lifestyle when entering a middle-class environment at school and when returning 
home to an economically-disadvantaged home environment.   
Below is a diagram describing the different factors that this section will focus on and 
how there is a constant shift of material liminality and the possible effects thereof on 





                                                                    LIMINAL TENSIONS  
Diagram 3: Tensions relating to material liminality between the boarding-school and the 
home community. 
 
Material liminality exists at many levels when transitioning between different socio-
economic environments as shown in Diagram 3. The first type of material liminality 
that I will focus on is physical material liminality. In discussing physical material 
liminality, I will utilise the following indicators used by Themane, Koppes, Monyeki, 
Twisk, and Kemper (2006) as it is relevant to a South African context. These scholars 
(Themane et al., 2006, pp. 289-301) used indicators like: “whether the house had a 
television or radio, type of dwelling, the father’s educational level, number of people 
sharing a bedroom, cooking mode used, and the household income” to determine the 
socio-economic status (SES) in South Africa.   
Firstly, the differences between the rural farm environment and a well-functioning 
boarding-school exposes children to different SES and ways of life. In a rural working-
class environment, parents usually work as farm workers or domestic workers (Tolla, 
2013; Visser & Ferrer, 2015), while the middle-class parents usually work in 
administrative or business fields (South African City Network, 2016). Studies 
conducted by Tolla (2013) focus on experiences of domestic workers based in the 
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same area that the learner in my study lives in, while Visser and Ferrer (2015) draw 
on the experiences of farm workers’ living and working conditions in South Africa.  
The income of parents in rural environments are very low, with parents often unable 
to provide adequate nutrition for their children (Loomis, 2010). Not receiving the proper 
nutrition in early childhood could lead to negative effects of brain development such 
as speech and language ailments or chronic illnesses (The Royal College of 
Paediatrics and Child Health [RCPCH], 2017). The results of the studies by Loomis 
(2010) and the RCPCH (2017) are similar, by revealing that inadequate nutrition 
negatively affects children’s academic achievement, as the proper nutrients to sustain 
a child throughout a school day are deficient.  On the contrary, children in a middle-
class boarding-school will experience a different environment. At a middle-class 
boarding-school the headmaster ensures that children receive a balanced food diet 
three times a day (Vigar-Ellis, 2013). Thus, children have food to sustain their levels 
of concentration throughout the school day. In addition, studies done by Saeidi, Vakili, 
Ghazizadeh Hashemi and Saeidi (2015) on the importance of nutrition education in 
boarding-schools reveal that children are learning about scheduled eating routines, an 
important skill to instil a healthy lifestyle from adolescence into adulthood. 
In a poor rural community, school and homework is often on the periphery of 
immediate needs.  Children might not be able to complete their homework due to 
chores such as collecting water and wood, as these are the immediate needs of 
families to survive (Gardiner, 2008; Strassburg, Meny-Gibert & Russell, 2010). 
Research conducted by Van Zyl (2014) on South Africa learners in rural areas affirmed 
that they have inadequate time for homework as well as a lack of understanding of 
good study practices when at home. Parents too are unable to assist their children as 
many have not completed high school (Van Zyl, 2014; Vosloo & Blignaut, 2010).   
Transport to and from school is also a problem for children in the rural areas. Studies 
indicate that parents cannot afford to pay for their children’s transport, and expect the 
children to walk long distances to their school (Strassburg et al., 2010; IBRD- The 
World Bank, 2018). These long walks impact on children’s education, as they could 
be excluded from content taught in the class due to being late or not being able to 




children need to leave home very early to get to school. With no adult supervision, 
their safety is at risk, especially in a country like South Africa, where children are 
deemed the most unsafe (Crime Statistics, 2019). In this regard, boarding-schools 
provide greater support in terms of establishing routines for homework, meals, times 
for bed, and study (as discussed in Section 2.2.1.2 of this chapter). Children also grow 
up in a safe and secure environment under the constant supervision of a boarding-
school housemaster, which I have already discussed under Section 2.2.1.2. 
Therefore, middle-class boarding-schools will alleviate challenges that rural children 
encounter such as inadequate services, unaffordable transport, and safety issues. In 
this space of material liminality, children will be betwixt and between the worlds of 
poverty at home and in a middle-class boarding-school environment. When returning 
home at weekends or school holidays, the anxiety and anguish of not having enough 
food or being safe will return. They may also be angry with their parents for not being 
able to provide them with these basic needs (Paulu, 2005). I would add that children 
from rural areas may also feel embarrassed at school particularly in terms of what they 
wear in comparison to children coming from wealthier homes (Luthar & Latendresse, 
2005). Although South African schools have a policy of school uniforms, at boarding-
school, children will need to dress in casual attire after school. It is here that they may 
compare their shoes, clothing, and cellphones with other children (Horgan, 2007).  
These children encounter numerous difficulties trying to infuse their home culture with 
their schooling culture, causing them to feel stuck in-between and estranged in both 
environments (Oldfield, 2007). Although Oldfield’s (2007) study is based on low SES 
students entering college for the first time, I am of the view that the difficulties they 
encounter adjusting to a new environment are similar to those experienced by the 
learner in this study.   
Secondly, material liminality also impacts on a child’s psychological well-being. A 
study done on the material deprivation of poverty revealed that children that come 
from SES are psychologically inclined to connect with an individual from the same SES 
(Weinger, 2000). This is because they believe that they have more in common with 
each other. The results further display that the middle-class children in the same 
school rejected children from low SES (Weinger, 2000, p. 139). The low SES children 




study (2007) point out that children from low SES often have negative experiences. 
These children feel ashamed, embarrassed, and humiliated when they are bullied or 
teased because of their poor background (Main, 2013). Not only children, but parents 
also feel ashamed of their poverty and being judged in society.  Parents feel helpless, 
because their children are being bullied by their peers at school, for not having the 
latest fashion of clothes and shoes (Main, 2013, p 27).  Moreover, poor children are 
often excluded from any social gatherings, because their families are unable to afford 
it (Campbell, 2008; Main, 2013; Elliot & Leonard, 2004; Weinger, 2000).  
Therefore, many children from poor SES tend to choose friends from the same 
background as them (Weinger, 2000). Not only do they not feel judged, but also they 
are able to relate to each other and build a sincere friendship. However, isolating 
themselves from the middle-class children subconsciously builds resentment, 
jealousy, and anger towards them (Main, 2013). Jealousy is a common trait amongst 
adolescents. A life of material poverty due to financial hardships is not understood by 
all children (Flores, García-Gómez & Zunzunegui, 2014).  A study done by Flores et 
al. (2019) on children living in poverty, directs their results to revealing that not only do 
they despise middle-class children, but their parents as well for not providing them 
with their material needs. However, an Ethiopian study by Camfield and Tafere (2009) 
on material poverty and well-being of adolescents revealed that children who come 
from households with a low SES have more independence and self-efficacy than 
middle-class children, due to having many responsibilities as part of the family.  
Children living in rural and urban areas are usually exposed to different support 
structures during their schooling. An aspect that could impact on the learners’ 
academic achievement is the family’s cultural capital or lack thereof. Cultural capital is 
described as the knowledge, skills, and beliefs of an individual that is valued by society 
(Bourdieu, 1977). There are many other studies that also support this theory (Cheadle, 
2008; Dumais, 2002; Saraceno, 2014; Sullivan 2001). According to Bourdieu’s cultural 
reproduction theory, cultural capital, transferred through generations within a family, 
contributes to an individual’s educational success (Bourdieu, 1977). The studies of 
Lareau (2002; 2011) draws on the inequality of social classes within childhood 
because of the cultural capital their parents have passed down to them, while 




children’s educational context.  One of the reasons for individual’s success is that 
middle-class parents are more likely to instil in their children the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes to be successful at school (Lareau, 2002; 2011). Another reason points to 
middle-class parents having more involvement in their children’s schooling (Smith, 
2006, p. 44).  Middle-class parents also appear to be more involved in the mapping 
out their children’s educational careers as compared to working-class parents.  
Whereas, parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds seem to be less involved 
in their children’s schooling (Smith, 2006). The lack of parents’ education capabilities 
to help their children, poor attendance at school meetings, and lack of parents’ 
interests in the school, are effects of little parental cultural capital (Lareau, 2002).  
As a result, children from low SES enter university with poor academic grounding from 
school. Results from a study conducted at the University of California-Berkeley in 2013 
show that rural students encounter specific obstacles, such as weak English and 
mathematical skills, and inadequate study skills, which compromises their success, 
leading very often to depression (Stebleton & Soria, 2012).  In South Africa, studies 
conducted on first generation students, reveal that students who enter university also 
have a very poor grasp of English and mathematics (Al-Zoubi & Younes, 2015). As 
such, the learner who was participating in this study may also have experienced similar 
difficulties, depending on his learning experiences in these subjects at the primary 
school level, and may have required additional support to enable his transition through 
to high school. 
Current issues in South Africa relating to crime, also influence some families to place 
their children in a boarding-school. The crime rate in South Africa has been steadily 
increasing over the years (Africa Check, 6 November 2018). The crimes in the rural 
areas are usually caused by high poverty rates and material deprivation (Davids, 
2004). Children are at risk of being hijacked while walking to and from school.  Studies 
done by McMillan (2005) and Wilson, Marshall, Wilson and Krizek (2010) show that 
parents are wary about children playing outside their homes, for fear of them being 
abducted. In South Africa, the statistics show that a child goes missing every five 
hours, and approximately one million children are trafficked per year (Missing Children 
South Africa, 2017). Missing Children in South Africa (2017) is a website created for 




Although 78% of missing children are recovered, it is still a serious issue in South 
Africa. In 2018, many learners were allegedly kidnapped from outside their schools 
while waiting for transport, or walking home from school (May, 2018).  
Another form of crime that is on the increase in rural areas, is farm attacks and murders 
(South African Human Rights Commission, 2014, p. 72). Living in isolation makes it 
difficult to receive help from neighbours if required (Sewell & Desai, 2016). A study 
conducted by Sewell and Desai (2016) on women living in rural areas shows that 
underdeveloped infrastructure in rural areas exacerbates the safety of farmers, their 
families, and workers. Although the South African Bill of Rights, Section 12 (1) (c) 
affirms the rights to protection from violence in all areas (Bill of Rights of the 
Constitution of South Africa, 1996), there seems to be a lack of support in the rural 
farming communities.  
Although there are many negative impacts on families living in rural areas, studies 
have shown that low SES children often succeed in life (Ermish & Franceoni, 2000; 
Cheang & Goh, 2018). Despite their disadvantaged environments, parents make 
family sacrifices such as working long hours or more than one job to provide a better 
life for their children. As a result, disadvantaged children are motivated to learn and 
help families escape the poverty trap (Parrett & Budge, 2016).  
2.4 Conclusion 
The adolescent male learner may experience various liminal challenges while 
transitioning between his home environment and boarding-school environment. This 
chapter has discussed van Gennep’s (1909) and Turner’s (1967) notion of liminality 
within the three phases namely: the separation phase, the liminal phase, and the re-
assimilation phase. Moreover, the historical background of liminality and the transition 
of liminality within a boarding-school and home environment was discussed. The 
arguments raised in this chapter were about the liminality of place and space, the 
liminality of biological age, and material liminality, in conjunction with the literature on 
how these impact the adolescent male learner’s academic achievement and social 
development. Chapter 3 will focus on the methods and methodology of this study and 





CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I describe the reasons why I selected a qualitative research paradigm, 
and elaborate on my chosen research design, sampling, and methods of data 
collection and analysis. I begin the chapter by explaining my ontological, 
epistemological, and axiological positioning which serves as the foundation for 
selecting an appropriate research paradigm most suitable for this study. I further 
explain why a qualitative case study was best suited to answer the research question, 
namely, how a well-functioning boarding-school environment influences the academic 
achievement and social development of a rural adolescent male learner. I then provide 
an in-depth discussion of the data collection methods, and justify how these methods 
address my research question. I also provide an examination of the methods used to 
analyse the data, while explaining the measures I took to aim for reliability and 
trustworthiness in the execution of the empirical research.   
 
3.2 Research paradigm:  
As a social science researcher, it was necessary for me to explore how I situate myself; 
in other words, I needed to describe my research paradigm. A research paradigm is a 
set of fundamental beliefs about how the world is perceived; a kind of framework that 
guides the decisions of the researcher when conducting research (Wahyuni, 2012). 
To select a suitable research paradigm, I first need to explain my ontological, 
epistemological, and axiological positioning. This is necessary, as it serves as the 
foundation for selecting an appropriate research paradigm for this study, which in turn 
informs the research methods and how data will be analysed. 
Ontology is a description of beliefs about what constitutes reality (Mack, 2010; 
Scotland, 2012). Mack (2010, p. 5) defines ontology as the “study [of] what we mean 
when we say something exists”, while Scotland (2012, cited by Crotty, 1998, p.10) 
defines it as the study of being. A question that these scholars ask when trying to 




ontological perspective, as a researcher, I will need to take a position on what I believe 
constitutes reality by clarifying my beliefs about the reality in this research.  
Epistemology is concerned with the nature of knowledge, what is known, as well as 
how this knowledge is acquired and communicated (Crotty, 1998; Mack, 2010; 
Scotland, 2012). According to Scotland (2010, p.9), epistemology refers to the nature 
of knowledge. Crotty (1998, p. 3) defines epistemology as knowledge that we 
understand, and how we acquire knowledge. A more straightforward definition is 
provided by Mack (2010, p.5), who contends that epistemology is “what we mean to 
say when we know something”. In relation to research, epistemology describes the 
creation and acquisition of knowledge in a study. A question that is commonly used to 
identify epistemological assumptions is: “What is the nature of the relationship 
between the would-be knower and what can be known?” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 
108). In order to clarify my epistemological positioning, I need to explain how I 
generated knowledge in this study as well as clarify what I see as valid knowledge.  
Lastly, clarifying one’s axiology involves “defining, evaluating and understanding 
concepts of right and wrong behaviour relating to the research” (Kivunja & Kuyini, 
2017, p. 28). A question that is commonly asked when identifying axiology in research 
is: ‘How would the researcher find out about what needs to be known?’ (Aliyu, Singhry, 
Adamu & Abubakar, 2015). As a researcher, I need to clarify my axiological position 
by explaining what I believe is valuable and ethical in terms of this research. This I will 
do when discussing the steps I took to ensure consistency and reliability in the study.  
In locating my study in terms of my ontological, epistemological, and axiological 
positions, I first need to provide an overview of the three main social science 
paradigms, which are the critical paradigm, positivism, and interpretivism. The critical 
paradigm, which has its roots in critical theory, is concerned with “the emancipation of 
individuals and groups in an egalitarian society” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007, p. 
26). It is therefore also known as the emancipatory paradigm. An ontological 
assumption of this paradigm is that social reality is defined by people in society (Cohen 
et al., 2007, p. 26). Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 110) define the ontological position of 
research within a critical paradigm as a “view that reality has been shaped by social, 




the paradigm’s main assumption is that knowledge is constructed through social power 
and position (Mack, 2010). The emphasis in this paradigm is on collaboration between 
the researcher and the participant, with both being involved in the research process 
as equal partners (Henning et al., 2004, p. 24) to bring about change. I did not locate 
myself within this paradigm as I sought to understand how a well-functioning boarding- 
school influences a rural adolescent male learner’s academic achievement and social 
development. The critical paradigm is more aligned to action research designs, and 
the involvement of participants as equal partners in the research process.  
The second paradigm is positivism. I did not situate myself within this paradigm as it 
seeks to prove or disprove a hypothesis (Mack, 2010). This research is also called the 
scientific paradigm, as the ontological positioning is aligned to reality being external 
and existing independently to the researcher. Epistemologically, knowledge is 
revealed through objective hypotheses (Mack, 2010, p. 7). The researcher’s 
axiological positioning is most prominent in this paradigm, through internal validity, 
external validity, reliability, and objectivity (Burns, 2000). The scholarly field that 
prioritises the positivist paradigm is the sciences, as knowledge in this field rests on 
indisputable truths deducted from a theory or hypothesis (Scotland, 2012, p. 11). It 
uses research methodology such as experimental control, replicable observation, and 
measurement (Henning et al., 2004). This paradigm was therefore not suitable for my 
study, as a replication of results is not possible in a qualitative case study design. I 
also did not set out to prove or disprove any hypothesis. I simply set out to understand 
how a well-functioning boarding-school environment influenced the academic 
achievement and social development of an adolescent male learner.  
The third paradigm, namely the interpretivist or constructivist paradigm, which places 
emphasis on the ability of individuals to construct meaning (Mack, 2010), aligned well 
with my study. Ontologically, I believe that individuals interpret and make their own 
meaning of events (Mack, 2010). As different people construct meaning in different 
ways, reality is subjective and can change (Scotland, 2012; Wahyuni, 2012). As this 
study set out to explore the experiences of the male adolescent learner as he 
transitioned between home and boarding-school, his experiences and views could not 
be measured or quantified and were thus subjective. Moreover, as data was collected 




constructed from multiple perspectives, and was thus subject to these perspectives, 
or indeed subjective.  
The epistemological assumptions of this paradigm are that knowledge is acquired 
inductively, gained through personal experiences, and that it arises from specific 
situations (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 19). I aimed to explore how a well-functioning 
boarding-school influenced the adolescent male learner’s academic achievement and 
social development. From an interpretivist paradigm, I therefore needed to acquire 
knowledge of the social realities of the learner in a boarding-school environment, by 
understanding the phenomenon not only from the individual’s perspective, but also 
“investigating interaction among individuals as well as the axiology and cultural 
contexts which people inhabit” (Creswell, 2009, p. 8). The axiology in this study thus 
reflects in the researcher determining and presenting what was valuable. As 
researcher, my axiology can be achieved through reliability, trustworthiness, and 
authenticity in the data (Guba, 1981; Lincoln, 1995). This view has influenced the 
research design, data collection methods, and how data will be presented in Chapter 
4.  
I used the steps outlined in the flow diagram below adapted from Dereshiwsky (1999) 
when I discuss the research design and procedures in the section that follows. 
 
Diagram 1 : Flow Chart of the Key Components of the  




3.3 Selecting a qualitative case study research design  
A qualitative research design was most suitable for my study as it seeks to understand 
how individuals make sense of, and understand their world (Merriam, 2009). This 
includes understanding their experiences, what it is like to be in a specific setting, and 
what meaning is attached by the participant to these experiences (Patton, 2002). 
These beliefs underpin a constructivist paradigm and were congruent with my 
ontological, epistemological, and axiological perspectives, as discussed in the 
previous section. My research design was shaped by the fact that I was seeking to 
understand how a well-functioning boarding-school environment influenced the 
academic achievement and social development of an adolescent male learner. Maykut 
and Morehouse (2002) describe qualitative research as a design that places emphasis 
on understanding and interpreting participants’ speech, writing, activity, and records.  
The focus of my research was to gain an in-depth understanding of a single case, and 
it therefore constituted an “empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-life context” (Yin, 2003, p. 12). It can be further labelled as 
a qualitative case study design type. In this research, a qualitative case study design 
type was appropriate as I investigated the adolescent male learner in his real-life 
context, which was a well-functioning boarding-school. Zainal (2007) and Merriam 
(2009) describe a case study as a study of a person or entity in an in-depth, bounded-
system, in other words, it allows an examination of a participant’s social behaviour in 
a specific context. Yin (2003) has argued that the boundary between the case and the 
temporal and spatial dimensions can become blurred, resulting in the researcher going 
too broad and lacking focus in the research. To prevent this, it was important to define 
the boundaries within which the research took place. In this study, the bounded system 
involved a specific adolescent learner in a specific boarding-school. The unit of 
analysis within the case study is described as “statistically as the ‘who’ or ‘what’ for 
which information is analysed and conclusions are made” (Sedgwick, 2014, p. 1). In 
this research, the unit of analysis was the adolescent male learner’s social and 
academic experiences within this specific context. Using a case study design type 
enabled a researcher like myself to gain an in-depth understanding of the adolescent 
male learner’s experiences so as to understand how context may or may not have 




Case studies as a design type acknowledge the researcher as the primary instrument 
that not only documents but also interprets “people’s experiences and practices and 
so it is seen to be [a] strong [advantage to] reality” (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2006, p. 
74). As such, I used a descriptive case study approach to describe the experiences 
and practices of the adolescent male learner in reference to the research question. 
McDonough and McDonough (1977) describe descriptive case studies as a 
description of the data as it occurs through a narrative. I am aware that researcher 
reflexivity is important to ensure that the voice of the participant is being considered at 
all times (Simons, 2009). In the next chapter, I explain how I observed reflexivity by 
providing thick descriptions when I present the findings, combined with the 
participant’s responses and researcher’s observations, interpretations, and 
reflections.  
Due to the participant’s narrative progress being tracked over a period of 
approximately two years, the case study draws on some elements associated with 
longitudinal research (Carduff et al., 2015). Longitudinal research designs are founded 
on numerous observations over a period of time (McLeod et al., 2011), and trace 
changes within the context, surroundings or conditions in which the study is taking 
place (McLeod et al., 2011). According to Saldana (2003, p. 16), a longitudinal study 
involves “a minimum of nine months of fieldwork with an individual or a group of 
participants, and/or conducting periodic interviews with or observations of them 
through an extended period of time”. As I conducted interviews and observations over 
a period of two years, I drew on elements of a longitudinal research design to track the 
academic achievement and social development of the adolescent learner over this 
period. However, I did not spend extensive time in the field conducting observations.  
 
3.4 Sampling 
In qualitative research studies, a small purposely selected sample is usually drawn, 
and this selection is aimed at extracting rich data for the research study (Merriam, 
1998; Patton, 1990). As per the literature, purposeful sampling was defined as 
selecting a specific individual or group that is best suited to take part in the study 




my research question on how a well-functioning boarding-school environment 
influenced the academic achievement and social development of a rural adolescent 
male learner, a specific individual fitting these characteristics was chosen.  
The main participant in this study was an adolescent male learner from an isolated 
rural environment, who was enrolled in a well-functioning private boarding-school in 
Gauteng West. The learner and his parents consented to this study as part of the IFGI 
research project. In the study, I refer to the adolescent male learner as ‘Bayete’ which 
means ‘praise to the king’, as a pseudonym. Bayete was thus purposefully selected 
for this study, as he attended the school from Grades 1-3 as a day scholar, and in 
2018, he transferred to the boarding-school from Grade 4 in the year 2018. The context 
of his movement provided the ideal conditions for this study.  
However, as the unit of analysis was Bayete’s social and academic experiences in a 
boarding-school environment, it was important to present multiple perspectives so as 
to offset any bias that might have arisen as a result of the researcher being the primary 
instrument of data collection (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). Bayete’s family, teachers, and 
boarding master were therefore also selected as participants for the rich information 
they could provide (Palinkas et al., 2015) on what they observed about Bayete’s social 
and academic development.  
Bayete’s father was selected purposefully as his first-hand knowledge and 
experiences with his child were useful in gleaning an understanding of his 
development. It also enabled me to gain an in-depth understanding of the learner’s 
academic and social background, from the perspective of his father.  
Two teachers and a boarding-school master were also purposely selected on the basis 
that they could provide rich information of the learner’s progress over time. The 
teachers were able to provide information on his academic achievement and social 
interaction in a classroom, while the boarding-school master was able to provide 
information about his academic and social development after school.  The boarding-
school master is also the Head of Department at the school as well as the main 
custodian of all the boarding-school learners. 
Palinkas et al. (2015, p. 7) described effective purposive sampling as a process which 




the implementation process or who have a specific experience”. The family, teachers, 
and boarding-school housemaster met the criteria to best answer my research 
question on how a well-functioning boarding-school environment influenced the 
academic achievement and social development of the rural adolescent male learner. 
 
3.5 Data collection methods 
A qualitative case study research design requires in-depth data collection that 
incorporates multiple sources of data collection methods (Kohlbacher, 2006). 
Correspondingly, Austin and Sutton (2015, p. 226) stated that a qualitative study 
needs large chunks of data collection to elicit “why people have thoughts and feelings 
that might affect the way they behave”. The research question in this study, which was 
how does a well-functioning boarding-school environment influence the academic 
achievement and social development of a rural adolescent male learner?  also guided 
me on how I collected data. I used the data collection methods of interviews, 
observations, questionnaires, and documents. Using methods associated with a case 
study also enabled me to provide a narrative of the individual learner’s experiences 
while allowing for interpretation from multiple angles from his family, teachers, and the 
boarding-master. In this way, case studies enable “better insights into the detailed 
behaviors of the subjects of interest” (Zainal, 2007, p. 5). This helped guide the data 
analysis process by documenting the participant’s lived experiences of the well-
functioning boarding-school’s influence on his academic achievement and social 
development.  
 
3.5.1 Individual Interviews 
 
The first method I used was in-depth individual interviews with Bayete, his father, and 
his Grade 4 teacher. In a qualitative research study, interviews are considered to be 
one of the most valuable methods of data collection (Henning et al., 2004). In-depth 
individual interviews enabled me to obtain detailed in-depth responses from research 
participants about their experiences, opinions, and feelings pertaining to the research 




teacher) contributed to understanding Bayete’s academic achievement and social 
development from numerous perspectives.  
In May 2018, I was part of a research team as an assistant lecturer in the larger 
research project. As a research assistant, I was responsible for data collection about 
Bayete for the project. It was this involvement that sparked my interest and subsequent 
research for a master’s study in this area. As such, although the project had ethical 
clearance, I had to apply in my own capacity as a postgraduate student, and ethics 
approval was granted in Semester 2, 2018. I therefore used the data from this original 
2018 interview in this research. Thereafter, three interviews were conducted with 
Bayete in 2019, one in each of the school terms, as I was interested in exploring how 
a well-functioning boarding-school impacted his academic achievement and social 
development through the lens of liminality. The Grade 4 teacher interview was 
conducted in January 2019, as the teacher taught the learner before he entered 
boarding-school. One parent (the father) interview was conducted towards the end of 
the year in 2019, with the reasoning that the parent would have more insight into 
Bayete’s progress over an almost two year period at the boarding-school.  
I used semi-structured interviews that allowed for open-ended questions aimed at 
eliciting an in-depth understanding of the research question. I agree with Newcomer, 
Hatrey and Wholey (2015, p. 494), who contend that open-ended questions in semi-
structured interviews allow the researcher to probe participants, and ask follow-up 
questions. In this way, the researcher is able to “enter into another person’s 
perspective” and to gather information that one cannot gather from observations or 
other forms of data collection methods (Patton, 2016, p. 426). It also enabled me to 
corroborate data from other data sources (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
The questions posed to Bayete were aimed at eliciting storied responses (Golsteijn & 
Wright, 2013) about his feelings, actions, and experiences at the boarding-school. 
These questions remained very similar across the interviews conducted with Bayete, 
as I wanted to see if his responses changed over time. Some of these questions were: 
• How are you coping with school and the subjects?  




• Can you talk to me about the type of learners at the school you prefer to be 
friends with? 
• Tell me what you do when you go home.  
• How is boarding-school different from your home life? 
 
 I asked the following types of questions to the participant’s father:  
• How do you think he is coping at school? 
• What do you think he is struggling with at boarding-school? 
• What are your dreams for him? 
 
To the participant’s Grade 4 teacher, I asked questions like:  
• Tell me how you think the participant is performing academically? 
• Do you note any improvements in his academic performance? If yes/no,  
What do you think is contributing to this? 
• What can you tell me about his interactions with other learners outside the 
classroom? 
 
During the process of collecting interview data, I voice recorded all the interviews. An 
important element of the interviews was to capture and construct the way the 
interviewees portrayed their feelings within speech and writing (Henning et al., 2004). 
It was therefore important to be aware of how their emotions and actions were 
captured in the interviews. This was done by taking notes during the interview 
regarding the participants’ body language, mood, and other impressions that I noticed 
during the interview. Such observations enabled me to be reflexive when analysing 
the data.  
I transcribed the interviews directly from the recording (Tessier, 2012). As explained 
by Roberts, Smith and Pollock (2004), the transcription process is an effective way to 
capture a detailed conversation and to isolate any discourse in the conversation. Using 




responses accurately, and at the same time, enabled me to add memos which drew 




Questionnaires were my second method of data collection, and these were distributed 
to the learner’s Grade 5 teacher and the boarding-school master in 2019. This year 
was Bayete’s second year of boarding-school. Although interviews were the preferred 
method of data collection, I opted to use open-ended questionnaires as these 
participants were unavailable to participate in individual interviews due to a lack of 
time. Questionnaires are described as self-completion surveys that eliminate interview 
errors, because they allow participants to have time to consider their answers (Kabir, 
2016, p. 247). It was also cost-effective and time-saving compared to other methods. 
I used open-ended semi-structured questions in the questionnaires; the participants 
were able to provide descriptive responses that was meaningful to them (Given, 2008) 
and respond more freely and elaborate in more depth (Mathers, Fox & Hunn, 2009). 
The questions were similar to those asked in the individual interviews to the Grade 4 
teacher in the previous year (2019). The participants that answered the questionnaires 
provided first-hand responses from their observations of Bayete’s academic and social 
progression at the boarding-school.  
Examples of the types of questions posed to the Grade 5 teacher in the questionnaire 
are as follows: 
• Describe how Bayete is performing academically.  
• Is he improving academically? What can you attribute this to?  
• What can you tell me about his interaction with other learners outside the 
classroom?  
 
Examples of the questions that I asked the boarding-school master in the 
questionnaire are as follows: 




•  What were Bayete’s interactions with other learners like when he first moved 
to the boarding-school? 
• Have you noticed any changes from the time he first arrived at the boarding-




The third method of data collection in this research study was observation. This 
comprised both classroom observation as well as observations outside the classroom. 
Observations were a useful component of my data collection methods, as they allowed 
the researcher to give a detailed description of the participants’ behaviour (Dewalt & 
Dewalt, 2002). Observations also took place in a natural setting, thus enabling a first-
hand encounter that led to a deeper understanding of the context (Merriam, 2009). 
Observing Bayete’s behaviour in and out of the classroom was important to monitor 
his social interaction. Observations in the classroom also helped the researcher to 
understand how he engaged with teachers and learners in the classroom. As an 
outsider, I observed and took note of things that may have become quite routine to the 
participants (Merriam, 2009).  
Kawulich (2005) further suggests that observation methods allow the researcher to 
observe at a distance and to be as non-intrusive as possible in the participant’s every-
day activities in a natural environment. I sat in on some of his classes, positioned at 
the back of the classroom, so that my presence would not interrupt classroom 
activities. I am aware though that my presence at first may have been considered 
intrusive, but I am of the view that due to the relationship of trust I established with 
Bayete, he did not regard my presence as intrusive. I observed the learner at the 
boarding-school to monitor his usual routines and his interaction with his friends. 
Dewalt and Dewalt (2002) also suggest that observation can guide and influence the 
type of questions that could be asked in interviews, and that what is observed can be 
compared to the participants’ responses in the interviews. By using observations as a 
method of data collection, I was able to pay attention to Bayete’s facial expressions 




interacting with his friends and use my observations to ask clarifying questions during 
the interviews.  
In order for fieldwork to be productive, a researcher needs an observation schedule. 
As described by Kabir (2016) and Given (2008), observation schedules give clear 
guidelines on specific observations according to structured categories. Below is a 
snippet of the observation schedule template created for Bayete that I used to collect 
data.  
 
Diagram 2: Observation Schedule Template (2019) 
 
3.4.4 Documents  
 
Lastly, the participant’s report cards from 2017-2019 were used as method of data 
collection. These served as a resource to track the longitudinal academic development 
of the participant. These documents were interpreted and gave a voice to the data 
(Schuh & Upcraft, 2001) by directly addressing the research question of this study.  
Using documents as a data collection method allows a researcher to inexpensively 
gather data while having a valuable source of information (Jacobson et al., 2009). In 
a supporting statement, Henning et al. (2004, p. 99) suggest that the collection of 




question. This method of data collection partially addressed the research question on 
how a well-functioning boarding-school environment influenced the adolescent male 
learner’s academic achievement. In particular, quantitative reports from the teacher 
on his report card were an important form of data.  
 
3.5 Data analysis 
 
Data analysis is defined as meanings and representations created from the data (Flick, 
2014). The various data collected was analysed and interpreted to provide a response 
to the research question.  
I have used content analysis, which Henning et al. (2004) define as a process of 
extracting vital qualities in the data to making meaning of it. It explored implicit and 
explicit ideas of information that were interpreted to address the research study. The 
analytic and systematic process started with the data being organised into chunks of 
similar data, which were used to form categories, and then examined for their 
relationship to each other, in order to distil themes to create patterns of meaning 
across the data. Hsieh and Shannon (2005) argue that in order for content analysis to 
be successful, the coding process needs to be thorough. 
 
3.5.1 Coding, Categorising and Themes 
 
Once the data was collected, the data needed to be coded and categorised (Lim, 
2011). Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007, p. 563) suggest that constant comparisons 
and keywords-in-context are common techniques used to analyse qualitative data. 
The interviews, questionnaires, and observations were therefore faithfully transcribed. 
Thereafter, open coding was used to make sense of the data. Open coding is a system 
used to group the data into sections of important information in relation to answering 
the research question (Theron, 2015). When I commenced the coding process, I 
conducted this in segments, at the beginning, again towards the middle of the research 




subsequent interviews with Bayete. While I compared the data, I analysed aspects of 
the content that broke down the data “into single units of analysis” (Flick, Kardoff & 
Steinke, 2004, p. 267). Thereafter, I identified similar codes and placed them into 
categories as shown in the diagram below. These categories were based on similar 
responses, phrases, and comments. A constant comparison was done to refine the 
categories. Diagram 3 reproduces an illustration by Henning et al. (2004, p. 106) 
summarising the procedure of coding and categories for content analysis, which I 
followed:  
 
Diagram 3: Procedure for Content Analysis. (Henning et al., 2004, p. 106). 
 





I then grouped similar categories to form themes as per the steps outlined by Henning 
et al. (2004) in Diagram 4 above. Data analysis was inductive as I combined 
information from the interviews, questionnaires, observations, and documents to 
derive codes, categories, and themes to discover patterns and themes (Merriam, 
2009) that would answer the research question, aim and objectives of the study. 
Thomas (2006, p. 238) defined this approach as “a systematic procedure for analysing 
qualitative data in which the analysis is likely to be guided by specific evaluation 
objectives”. These themes were analysed, using the theoretical framework of 
liminality. In addition, the data collected from Interview 1 was longitudinally compared 
with that from Interviews 2, 3 and 4 to evaluate Bayete’s experiences in line with 
liminality. More detail will be provided on this process in Chapter 4. Baxter and Jack 
(2008) explain that case studies should be described in chronological order to make 
the reader feel as if they are actively involved in the research study. In this research, I 
narrate the case study of one individual, the adolescent male learner, by providing a 
narrative from when he first moved to boarding-school in 2018 through to 2019. As I 
work from a constructivist paradigm, I take into consideration that there are multiple 
realities, which I explored through the triangulation of data from the different 
participants and from the multiple data collection methods I employed (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016).  
 
3.6 Ethical considerations 
It was essential to protect the participants in the study, and this was imperative given 
that this research study involved an under-age child. Sensitivity was considered in the 
data collection process. Researchers have the obligation and responsibility to respect 
and protect the participants’ confidentiality, privacy, and anonymity (Lannin & Scott, 
2013, p. 78). In order to protect the participants, I took the following steps: 
- Permission to partake part in the study was both written and verbally 
communicated to the participants. 
- Participants gave full informed consent for voice-recorded interviews.  





- All data was password protected and limited to the relevant researchers in the 
study. 
(Creswell, 1994; Howell & Obado-Joel, 2016) 
Ethical clearance number: 2018-009 
The purpose of following ethical protocols in the study was to ensure that all 
participants felt protected at all times (Kaiser, 2009). However, it was essential for 
participants to understand that they were also allowed to withdraw from the research 
study at any time (Edwards & McNamee, 2005). 
Bayete is under the age of 18 and by law, in order to be part of the research study, 
assent was required by a parent or guardian (Field & Behrman, 2004). In addition to 
the parent or guardian giving assent, the child also had to consent to participate in the 
study. Once this consent was obtained, it was the researcher’s role and responsibility 
to protect the participants involved in the study (Field & Behrman, 2004). This did not 
only apply to the child in the study, but to the father, the principal, teachers, and the 
boarding-school housemaster as well. All adult participants had to fill out consent 
forms to partake in the research study.  
Participants had the right to be fully informed about the research being conducted. 
Details about the research study were disclosed to the participant once consent to 
participate was given, but before the data collection took place, thus alleviating any 
concern about the study. These details consisted of the researcher’s information, a 
description of the research study, duration of the study, ethical procedures in place 
such as anonymity and confidentiality, and any risks or benefits associated with the 
study. It is rather difficult for a child to understand all the required information for a 
research study. As a researcher, it was my job to verbally simplify my research project 
when explaining it to Bayete (Field & Behrman, 2004). I needed to ensure that the 
child was not placed in an uncomfortable situation or context. Because I am a novice 
researcher, one of my supervisors was present in my early interviews with Bayete to 
guide me and ensure that the rights of the learner were respected at all times. The first 
interview took place at his home, with his father in close proximity. If I was dealing with 
sensitive content that could affect the child psychologically, I needed to ensure that 




It was important to ensure that all participants knew that any data collected would be 
stored for two years, and thereafter destroyed unless permission was granted again 
for further use.  
Ethical concerns of secondary data collection and analysis is currently under debate 
in research (Tripathy, 2013). This is because many countries do not need consent 
from participants for data that already exists. In my research study, secondary data 
used was Bayete’s report cards from 2017-2019. I obtained consent from the school 
and the father to have access to the report cards.  
 
3.7 Reliability and trustworthiness 
Validity and reliability are important components of any research study. Validity is 
defined as a generalisation of the results for a specific study (Merriam, 2009). 
However, this cannot be done for a qualitative study, because the study cannot be 
replicated in terms of Bayete’s results being similar to another adolescent male 
learner. Therefore, I utilised the term trustworthiness to replace the term validity.  
 
3.7.1 Reliability 
According to Merriam (1998), reliability in qualitative studies refers to a measurement 
of consistency between data collection and assessment results. In this study, I referred 
to the criteria proposed by Merriam (1998, p. 206) to ensure that the study was reliable, 
namely, the researcher’s position, peer examination, triangulation, and audit trail. The 
researcher’s position in a study draws on a researcher establishing the processes of 
inquiry, as well as a detailed rationale and design of the study. As a researcher, I 
believe that this was achieved in Chapters 1-5 of my study where I explain the rationale 
of the study, and motivate why a qualitative research design aligned with the research 
question, aims and objectives of the study. I also constantly reflected on my 
assumptions and bias that may have affected the investigation.  
To avoid assumptions and bias in the study, data from multiple sources were 
compared. Merriam (1998) referred to triangulation as the second point of reliability. I 




documents, to check for consistencies as well as differences in the data. I also 
triangulated data from the different research participants, namely, the learner, the 
father, teachers and the boarding-school housemaster. In so doing, I aimed to 
formulate a holistic understanding of the young male adolescent learner’s lived 
experiences in a well-functioning boarding-school, by understanding his experiences 
from his perspective as well as from the perspectives of his teachers, housemaster 
and his father. In this way, I was able to address any short-comings or bias generally 
associated with qualitative researchers being the primary instrument of data collection 
and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016)  
The last criteria was the audit trail, and is described as the full procedure that is carried 
out when collecting and analysing data, deriving themes from the analysis, and 
procuring the results. I provide a detailed account of the methods, and procedures I 
followed, together with the decisions I made in this chapter, and in Chapter 4.  
 
3.7.2 Trustworthiness 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) define trustworthiness as the criterion that researchers use 
to place prominence on their empirical findings. In this study, I have referred to the 
criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to determine the trustworthiness of a 
study, namely: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The 
criterion of credibility is described by Tobin and Begley (2004) as the fit between the 
data analysis and findings in the study. This means that the researchers’ 
representations of the findings need to be ‘credible’ and in line with how the data was 
collected and analysed. To ensure these criteria are followed, I describe in detail how 
participants were selected through purposeful sampling, data collection methods, and 
triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I also used member checks and constant 
debriefing sessions with my supervisors.  
The second criterion was transferability, which is about how other researchers or 
readers of this study can make connections between this study and their own 
experiences or research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Here, I provide a detailed description 




evidence in the form of quotes from interviews, field notes, and observations so that 
other researchers may judge its worth or value or usefulness for their own contexts.  
Lincoln and Guba (1985) further contend that research critically focuses on 
dependability, as the research process such as data collection and data analysis 
needed to be clearly shown through authentification and structural documentation. I 
provide detailed explanations in this chapter and the next on the processes I followed. 
Once dependability was established, confirmability needed to be established. 
Confirmability explored how the researcher interpreted the data analysis to arrive at 
the findings, and the steps taken to reduce researcher bias. I used triangulation, 
member checking, and an audit trail, which I have already discussed under reliability 
of the study. In order to ensure that the criteria were met, the documentation used in 
the study such as the transcribed interviews, observation reports, and transcribed 
questionnaires are attached as appendices to the dissertation. Moreover, my 
supervisor and co-supervisor have guided me in debriefing sessions (Merriam, 2004).  
 
3.8 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I presented the research design, sampling, data collection and 
analysis, ethical procedures, reliability, and trustworthiness of the study. Chapter 4 
will focus on how I derived the codes, categories, and themes, followed by a step-by-














CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION OF THE DATA 
 
4.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I outline the process of data analysis in my study and indicate how I 
worked to analyse and make sense of my data in a systematic manner (Tracey, 2012). 
Studying an adolescent male learner’s academic achievement and social 
development, I was guided by the following main research question: How does a well-
functioning boarding-school environment influence the academic achievement 
and social development of a rural adolescent male learner?  
The sub-questions were:  
• What are the lived experiences of an adolescent male learner’s academic 
achievement in a well-functioning boarding-school? 
• What are the lived experiences of an adolescent male learner’s social 
development in a well-functioning boarding-school? 
 
In the next sections, I detail the process of how I prepared the data for analysis before 
moving onto how each data set was interpreted and analysed to form themes. I first 
undertook a process referred to as data reduction to make the data manageable and 
easier to understand. This involved sorting data into codes and categories and then 
looking for patterns or relationships between identified categories. Once the data had 
been sorted into codes and categories, I focused my attention on understanding the 
role of a well-functioning boarding-school on an adolescent learner’s academic and 
social development. As data was collected over a period of two years, I needed to 
remain true to the natural settings from which data was collected as well as remain as 
close as possible to participants’ accounts of their social realities (Babbie & Mouton, 
2009) at the time. As a researcher, I needed to acknowledge my ontology in the 
research by separating my beliefs from the presented data. 
 
4.2 Analysis of the data 
Merriam (1998, p.178) explains data analysis as a process of making sense of data. 




what had been said by participants in relation to what the researcher observed or read. 
As a case study involves an in-depth description of a single, bounded unit (Merriam, 
2009), it was important to pay attention to both the management and analysis of the 
data. Firstly, the analysis involved bringing together all data collected into what 
Merriam (2009, p.203) describes as compiling a case study database or record. 
Therefore, interview transcripts, field notes from observations, reflective memos, 
open-ended questionnaires, and documents were brought together for this analysis. 
The analysis in question followed the advice of Patton (2015, p.537) who explained 
that once “information is edited, redundancies are sorted out, parts are fitted together, 
and the case record is organized for ready access either chronologically and/or 
topically.” This research was organised both chronologically and topically. The data 
was utilised chronologically, to enable me to report on how the data was collected over 
a period of two years. It was important that I documented the participants’ views and 
experiences over time. Qualitative content analysis was then used to make sense of 
the data I had generated topically, which will be described next.  
An inductive process of data analysis was used as I worked from the raw data 
(observations, interviews, open-ended questionnaires, and documents) to broader 
generalisations (Bertram & Christiansen, 2014). In the process of working to formulate 
such generalisations from the data itself, I made use of the constant comparative 
method as an inductive method of data analysis (Maykut & Morehouse, 2002) to code 
and categorise data from the different data sets. This means that a comparison was 
done with a particular incident from an interview to other interviews with the same 
participant or with other participants. I also compared what I was finding in the 
interviews with what was in other data sets (from observations, questionnaires, or 
documents).  
As a large corpus of data was collected over the two-year period, I had to work in a 
very systematic manner. In this process, the data was analysed to find gaps in the 
data sets that allowed me to plan for subsequent research in the natural setting. Then, 
as the data was longitudinally collected over two years, I made constant comparisons 
across this period of analysis using the lens of liminality to look for similarities or 




and social development from the perspective of different role-players. Once my data 
collection had been structured, I was ready to prepare my data for analysis. 
4.3 Preparing the data sets for analysis 
Over the two-year course of this study I generated a considerable corpus of data that 
had to be organised and analysed as it was generated. My organising framework was 
based on the kind of data I was dealing with. Table 4.1 is a composite table showing 
the timelines of each data set over the two years. 

























Grade 4 teacher Individual Interview 28-Jan-19
Dad Individual Interview 11-Jun-19
Data Set 2
House Master Open-ended Questionnaire 25-Apr-19
Grade 5 Teacher Open-ended Questionnaire 25-Apr-19
Data Set 3
Bayete in a social setting Observation 07-Jan-19
Bayete in the boarding-
school
Observation 28-Jan-19
Bayete in a classroom Observation 24-Apr-19
Bayete during school breaks Observation 24-Apr-19
Bayete in a classroom Observation 25-Apr-19
Bayete during school breaks Observation 25-Apr-19
Data Set 4
Bayete's Report Cards (2018 
Report (Term 1-4) received)
Document Collection 11-Mar-19
Bayete's Report Cards (2017 
Report (Term 1-3) received)
Document Collection 26-Jul-19
Bayete Report Cards (2019 





The data served not only as a record of what I was investigating at a particular time 
over a two-year period but also of the type and number of particular data generated. 
The data sets were organised by grouping similar types of data together.  In the two 
years, four sets of textual data were generated. Data Set 1 comprised of four individual 
interviews with the learner, one interview with Bayete’s Grade 4 teacher and one 
interview with his father. Data Set 2 consisted of one open-ended questionnaire with 
the housemaster and one open-ended questionnaire with Bayete’s Grade 5 teacher. 
Data Set 3 included four observations of Bayete, and Data Set 4 comprised his school 
reports as documents. Although the methods of data analysis for the different data 
sets presented in the next section appear in a sequential pattern, my experience was 
one of constantly moving back and forth through the data. This is in keeping with a 
constant comparative method of data analysis. 
 
4.3.1 Data Set 1: Semi-structured individual interviews 
 
I started by labelling each interview in Data Set 1. When transcribing each interview, I 
proceeded by numbering each transcript as I1, I2, I3 and I4, representing interviews 
one to four, also to distinguish earlier ones from those conducted at a later time. The 
letter ‘L’ was then used to represent Bayete. This method of labelling was applied to 
every interview, which was captured on the top right-hand corner of every page. For 
example, 1. I.L/1 represents the following:  
1 Number of the interview 
I Interview 
L Learner 
1 Page Number 
 
Below is an example of how the labelling was represented on each page of all 






When labelling the father (dad) and teacher interview, I labelled them as I.D/(page 
number) and I.T/(page number) respectively.  
In order to analyse the interview transcripts, I first had to familarise myself with each 
data set by reading the transcripts numerous times.  During the interview transcripts 
analysis, I continually reflected on my assumptions not to affect the investigation. As I 
read through the interviews, I subconsciously began to identify similar ideas in order 
to create possible groupings for codes. Saldaña (2015) suggested that everything in 
the data should be coded by keeping in mind how each response answers your 
research question. I therefore went through the interview data line by line, in the 
process working closely with the data, by identifying important segments and inserting 
a comment to create a possible code. The possible code was allocated by “indexing 
or mapping data” (Elliot, 2018, p. 4), to show relevance to a particular point in that 
segment. I also looked for groups of data that could make sense on their own 
(Creswell, 2015) which also allowed me to begin interpreting the data from an early 
stage.  
At this stage of the data analysis I referred to Saldaña’s (2015) interpretation of In Vivo 
coding. This means that the participant’s words or phrases in the data could be 
identified as a code. In the extracts of the interview, any ‘uhm’s’ or ‘eish’ responses 
were left and brackets were added in if the interviewees had moments of silence or 
made a behavioural gesture that should be noted. These small pauses or hesitations 
were deliberately included in the interview transcripts as memos, as they contributed 
as data in the process of content analysis. Figure 4.1 is an extract of how I coded the 





Figure 4.1: Possible Coding and memos (3.I.L/2) 
 
The same process of coding for the interview conducted with the teacher and Bayete’s 
dad was followed, taking the timelines into consideration. For example, in an interview 
with the teacher about his academic development before he came to boarding-school 
and after, I coded it as follows, as is captured in Figure 4.2: 
Figure 4.2: Possible Coding (I.T/1) 
 
There were a few codes that were repeated between the learner, teacher, and dad. 
For example, the teacher said that ‘there was an improvement in academic work’ 
(I.T/1), while Bayete acknowledged his improvement and his dad stated ‘…they started 
helping him with maths last year. Therefore he got 84%’ (I.D/3).  These statements 
were coded under academic progress and contributed to the triangulation within the 
same data set. This was done through ensuring reliability in the data, and 




After all interviews were coded, I started grouping the codes using what Elliot (2018, 
p. 5) called pattern codes which are descriptive units of meaning. These units of 
meaning are codes that were similarly grouped together. An example of this can be 
seen in Bayete’s interview. I coded a phrase ‘he does not miss home’ (3.I.L/1) and 
combined it with the code ‘prefers being at boarding-school’ (3.I.L/2).  Both these 
codes were to do with Bayete choosing his preference of boarding-school over his 
home environment. The same coding procedure was used throughout all interviews in 
Data Set 1. 
 
Once the codes were completed, they were ready to be categorised. Creswell and 
Poth (2016) describe a category as a group of comparable codes gathered to form a 
central idea. I used the advice of Hatch (2002, p.155) who suggested that codes need 
to be filtered into categories. The suggestions for criteria to guide the filtering the codes 
were:  
 
• Similarity of data. 
• Differences identified in the data. 
• Frequency of how often something occurs. 
• Sequence of events. 
• Correspondence: how it interrelates with other activities. 
• Causation and effects of the data. 
 
I used these criteria to filter my interview data, and in the process, I was able to identify 
certain ideas and aspects that linked well together. I was then able to write up a rule 
of inclusion (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 139) (guided by the research question 
and aim), that was written as a statement on the inclusions of codes in the specific 
provisional categories. A rule of inclusion was needed for each provisional category. 
Table 4.2 provides an example of the rule of inclusion and accompanying data.   
 
Table 4.2: Provisional coding category (Family support received towards academic and social 
development) and the rule of inclusion 





Rules of inclusion: Support and encouragement from family members with adjusting 
socially and academically in boarding-school 
 
 
Support with school-work 
when he is at home on the 
weekends 
1.I.L/8 
They force him to read at home before he plays 
I.D/5-6 
With him, you must always let him read his books when school 
is closed. He can just take one book to read, or Huisgenoot to 
read. So that when the school opens he doesn’t struggle again. 
Support when struggling to 
adjust to boarding-school 
 
 I.D/8 
See. But if you don’t learn there, you will sit and eat that food. 
Make sure you learn and pass so you can eat home food, but 
if you don’t learn you will stay there and eat the hostel food. 
I.D/9 
Leave to look at other children please. If you look at other 
friends, it is going to be difficult because you looking at clothes 
now and so on and so on. Focus on your things at school. 
 
 




They want me to be a doctor 
I.D/1 
I wish they can learn well that one of them can become a 
teacher but if I say police, they not by the police but I say 
nothing. That I like the Zandi OF Soldier 
 
I then created an excel table grouping together similar codes from the participants’ 
interview responses to create provisional categories. Figure 4.3 is an excerpt of an 
example of the data table and possible categories I utilised. As seen in the figure, the 




Figure 4.3: Provisional categories and codes for data set 1 
 
From the codes I was able to identify five overarching provisional categories. As an 
example, the provisional categories that I identified from Data Set 1 are presented in 
Table 4.3. 
 
Table 4.3: Provisional categories and rule of inclusion for the semi- structured interview Data 
Set 1. 
Provisional category Rule of inclusion  
Family support received towards 
academic and social development 
Support and encouragement from family members with 
adjusting socially and academically in boarding-school 
Learning to develop friendships in 
the boarding-school environment 
Social adjustments to the boarding-school 
Physical and mental well-being of 
adjusting between school and 
home environment 
How the learner feels when at home and at boarding-




The difference in routine and 
structure at home and school  
Effects of following or not following routine and structure 
in boarding-school and home  
Academic progression since 
joining the boarding-school 
Reasons for academic improvements or lack thereof 
Struggles of a day scholar that led 
to joining the boarding-school 
Experiences of travelling long distances to and from 
school 
  
I used the same rules of inclusion for all data sets if the provisional category was the 
same.  
 
4.3.2 Data Set 2: Open ended questionnaires 
 
Data Set 2 that needed to be analysed was the housemaster’s open-ended 
questionnaire and that of the Grade 5 teacher. I started by acquainting myself with the 
data by reading through it thoroughly a few times. A similar procedure to that of the 
semi-structured interviews was followed. I first labelled and numbered each 
questionnaire as follows:  
Example: Q.HM/1 represents the following:  
Q Questionnaire 
HM Housemaster 
1 Page Number 
 
The teacher questionnaire was labelled as Q.T/(page number). Saldaña’s (2015) In 
vivo coding method was then used while analysing the data for possible codes. I was 
able to allocate possible codes that had relevance to my study. This was done through 
highlighting important words or phrases and adding comments as possible codes 
taken directly from the participant’s responses. For example, a question posed to the 
housemaster was: “What changes have you observed with Bayete’s interaction and 
behaviour after moving to boarding-school?”. The housemaster’s response was “His 
social interaction and behaviour changed over time. He made a lot of friends” 




has given him more confidence to interact with the other learners and now he can also 
play sport” (Q.T/2). I was able to create a code for both these examples as “boarding-
school improved confidence”.  
After the questionnaire data set had been coded, Hatch‘s (2002, p. 155) suggestion 
on filtering codes into categories through similarity; differences; frequency; 
sequences; correspondence;  causation; and effects was used. I was then able to 
clean up the questionnaire data set by identifying and linking ideas together. While 
analysing the data, I assumed that the teacher does not know Bayete, but I avoided 
my bias views by comparing the questionnaires and finding similar ideas. I once again 
wrote up a rule of inclusion for each provisional category. Table 4.4 provides an 
example of a category and rule of inclusion used throughout this data set.  
 
Table 4.4: Provisional coding category (The difference in routine and structure at home and 
school) and the rule of inclusion 
 
Provisional category: The difference in routine and structure at home and school  
Rules of inclusion: Effects of following or not following routine and structure in 
boarding-school and home 
 
 
Support with school-work  
Q.HM/5 
...there have been arrangements to be to have extra classes 
in the afternoon, on a Wednesday.  I know for a fact that uh, 
a lot of times that they haven’t pitched up for that extra-
classes. 
Q.T/3 
…his father cannot write. There wasn't support at home. Now 
he is in the boarding-school and the teachers can easily assist 
with extra help. 
Routine of the boarding-school  Q.HM/3 
But, uh roundabout quarter to 5 we ring the bell again for to 
line up for supper, and then after supper they go straight to 





Like I said 3 meals, breakfast, lunch, and supper. But there’s 





Structure provided at school 
 
Q.HM/4 
I think uh, the benefits of sending a child to boarding-school 
is then uh to learn a lot of self-discipline, to be uh 
independent. And uh also to learn things on their own 
Q.HM/4  
We do have uh, code of conduct, that learners all learners 
and their parents receive uh in the beginning of the year, but 
also there is an incident file. Where incidents getting being 
reported immediately… 
 
Once Data Set 2 was coded and provisionally categorised, the responses of the two 
open-ended questionnaires were compared. An example where data could be similarly 
triangulated was when Bayete was asked about attending extra-classes for academic 
support. The Grade 5 teacher’s response was “A lot of times he does not show up” 
(Q.T/2), and the housemaster’s response was “I know for a fact that uh, a lot of times 
that they haven’t pitched up for that extra-classes. Although we've also sent boys and 
girls to go look for them. But they love playing I think a little bit more than to do 
homework or extra-classes” (Q.HM/5). Both these responses were coded as “doesn’t 
pitch for extra classes”. By triangulating the data in this way, I was able to see the 
similarities in responses from the two different participants. Thereafter, a excel sheet 
was created to display codes and possible categories. Figure 4.4 provides an excerpt 










Figure 4.4: Provisional categories and codes data table for Data Set 2 
 
From the codes I was able to identify four provisional categories as presented in Table 
4.5. 
Table 4.5: Provisional categories from data set 2  
Provisional categories 
Learning to develop friendships in the 
boarding-school environment. 
Physical and mental well-being of adjusting 
between school and home environment. 
The difference in routine and structure at 
home and school.  








4.3.3 Data Set 3: Observations of Bayete 
 
As previously done with all data sets above, I started by labelling the observation 
reports in Data Set 3. In this data set, there were six observation reports to analyse. 
However, there are four different labelling systems that were used to represent the 
different observations.  Examples of the four systems of labelling are represented 
below.  
Example: 1.O.CP/1 represents the following:  
1 Number of Observation 
O Observation 
CP Class Participation 
1 Page number 
 
The rest of the Data Set 3 observation reports were labelled as follows: Bayete’s social 
development in a school setting (2.O.SD/1), and an observation of the boarding-school 
structure and routine (3.O.BS/1).  
 
The analysis of the observation reports started by first reading through the data a few 
times to better acquaint myself with the data set. While familiarising myself with the 
observation data, I referred to Saldaña’s (2015) guide on how to code qualitative data. 
While trying to answer the research question, I used the same procedure as in Data 
Sets 1 and 2 in analysing by colour, and coding specific words or phrases on the 
observation reports.  In the possible coding process, I drew on the suggestions of 
Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte (1999, p. 65) on the filtering of observation notes. 
These suggestions were:  
1. Use pseudonyms to protect confidentiality. 
2. Describe activities in the order in which they occur. 
3. Provide descriptions without inferring meaning. 
4. Include relevant background information to situate the event. 





6. Record the date, time, place, and name of researcher on each set of notes. 
 
As mentioned before, in this study I used the pseudonym Bayete to refer to the 
adolescent male learner. Each observation report had a date and time at which the 
observation occurred, as well as the location of where it took place. The description 
provided in the observation was divided into three sections, namely, what the learner 
did; what I as the researcher observed; and my reflections on the observations of 
Bayete for each observation day. These three criteria/ elements on the observation 
report, relate to Schensul et al.’s (1999) suggestions on providing descriptions without 
inferring meaning, and separating the researcher’s thoughts and assumptions from 
the observation itself. On the other hand, as the researcher, I had observed essential 
data that would not have been identified in different data sets. 
 An example of this is from one of Bayete’s classroom observations. I noted that I 
observed “In the first period, he had English. He is very quiet, and did not communicate 
with anyone.  He is easily distracted in the classroom. In the Afrikaans classroom, he 
sits next to his friend. He is very talkative. They have an activity to do in pairs, and his 
friend writes while he repeats what the teacher is saying. He puts up his hand to ask 
a question, but teacher does not take the question” (1.O.CP/1). In the reflection 
section, my own thoughts were stated and captured as following: “He does not 
participate during any classroom conversations, but the teacher does not include him 
in the lesson either. He is very distracted during class time and very quiet. He enjoys 
doodling and drawing very much. He rubs his eyes a lot and shows signs of tiredness 
as he battles to stay awake in class” (1.O.CP/2). 
Once again, I drew on Saldaña’s (2015) suggestions of In Vivo coding by identifying 
specific words and phrases that are of importance to the study. This is illustrated by 
highlighting particular words or phrases, and additional side comments that function 
as possible codes. Below is an extract from one of the observation reports, showing 








Figure 4.5: Observation coding (1.O.CP) 
 
After filtering and grouping similar possible observation codes together, I used the 
coding to category suggestions of Hatch (2002) that were used in Data Sets 1 and 2 






Figure 4.6: Provisional categories and codes data table for Data Set 3 
From the above, four provisional categories were identified, as presented in Table 4.6  
Table 4.6: Provisional categories from Data Set 3 
Provisional categories 
 Learning to develop friendships in the 
boarding-school environment. 
Physical and mental well-being of adjusting 
between school and home environment. 
The difference in routine and structure at 
home and school.  




4.3.4 Data Set 4: Documents 
 
The last data set I collected for analysis comprised documents which were the report 
cards of Bayete from 2017-2019. In my inclusion of this data in the dissertation I had 
removed information and images to protect the anonymity of the participants and the 
school. These were labelled as following: R/1. 
R Report 
1 number of report 
 
I analysed the report cards by reading them thoroughly and compared the three years 
(2017-2019). With each report, I sought to find parts of the research questions that 
somehow dealt with academic achievement in a boarding-school setting. I further 
divided the report cards according to yearly average in years 2017, 2018 and 2019. 
Although I had only been studying Bayete for two years (2018-2019), it was essential 




Figure 4.7 is an example of how I analysed the document data set to show the three- 
year overview of the learner’s academic progress. 
 
 
Figure 4.7: Three-year overview on the adolescent male learner’s academic achievement  
 
Figure 4.7 illustrated a graph of the learner’s report card average percentage over the 
three years (2017-2019). The different colours represented each term per year, and a 
table below the graph displayed the exact average percentage of Bayete.  
 
Secondly, I divided the report card marks into subjects over the three years, this 
showed a more thorough analysis in the documents to see where the learner improved 
or deviated in every term. In so doing, I was able to track Bayete’s academic 
achievement over time. I created the graph below that illustrates the averages of 
Bayete’s school subjects per year and per term. This gives a better understanding of 






Figure 4.8: Three-year subject average overview on the adolescent male learner’s 
academic achievement 
 
As Data Set 4 consisted of documented report cards, it was coded and categorised into one 
provisional category. The report cards  contributed towards tracking Bayete’s academic 
progress over time.  
 
Table 4.7: Provisional categories from Data Set 4 
Provisional category 




4.4 Identification of themes 
Once I had selected my provisional categories in each data set, I was then able to filter 
these provisional categories in each data set to create a set of categories and then 




this out helped me identify themes that cut across the data. Figure 4.9 documented 
the discussion between my first supervisor and myself about the data and its 
implications for emerging findings. This also served as a critical analysis and an 
opportunity to clarify obscurities and commonalities in the identified provisional 
categories in each data set.  
 
Figure 4.9: A discussion on the data sets and the implications of emerging findings.  
 
In this regard, provisional categories in each data set needed to be finalised. I firstly 
compared the provisional categories per data set to refine them to form final 
categories. I continually read the data by triangulating the provisional categories in a 
data set, using Henning et al.’s (2004, p. 106) recommended questions on refining 
categories for themes. These questions included:  
 
 
1.  What are the relationships in meaning between all these categories? 
1. What do they say together? 
2. What do they say about each other? 




4. How do they address the research question(s)? 
5. How do these categories (together) link with what I already know about the 
topic? 
6. What has been foregrounded in the analysis? 
7. What has moved to the background? 
8. What additional data gathering and/or analysis have to be completed?  
 
While using the questions above, the provisional categories were refined by comparing 
categories that could be similarly linked together or that could stand alone. Table 4.8 
illustrated a summary of the preliminary categories as a whole. 
 
Table 4.8 Summary of the preliminary categories for each data set 
 
Preliminary categories  from data sets 
Data Set 1: Interviews  
 
Family support received towards 
academic and social development. 
 
Learning to develop friendships in the 
boarding-school environment. 
 
Physical and mental well-being of 
adjusting between school and home 
environment. 
 
The difference in routines and 
structure at home and school.  
 
Academic progression since joining 
the boarding-school. 
 Struggles of a day scholar that led to 
joining the boarding-school. 
  
Data Set 2: Open ended questionnaires 
  Learning to develop friendships in 
the boarding-school environment. 
 
 Physical and mental well-being of 
adjusting between school and home 
environment. 
The difference in routines and 
structure at home and school.  
 
 Academic progression since joining 
the boarding-school. 






Physical and mental well-being of 
adjusting between school and home 
environment. 
The difference in routines and 
structure at home and school.  
 
Academic progression since joining 
the boarding-school.  




Once the provisional categories were finalised in each data set, I was then able to  
triangulate the categories  across the four data sets by comparing the commonalities 
and differences to see if similar relationships were revealed. For example Data Set 1 
(interviews) and Data Set 2 (questionnaires) both revealed  categories of  routine and 
structure in the boarding-school and home environment. This was done by taking into 
consideration the research question, which is: How does a well-functioning 
boarding-school influence the academic achievement and social development 
of an rural adolecent male learner?  
Accordingly, Henning et al. (2004) suggested that categories begin to indicate possible 
themes from the data. The categories were further refined and adjusted using Henning 
et al.’s (2004) recommended questions mentioned above, and then compared to 
identify those that stood alone and those that interconnected with each other. These 
were then written up as the themes and formed the framework of the findings. Three 
themes were identified from the categories in the study. Figure 4.10 displays the 











Figure 4.10: Displaying identified themes and refined categories 
 
Theme 1 : The movement 
from being a day scholar to 
boarding-school scholar has 




•Family support recieved toward academic development
•Struggles of a day scholar that led to joining the boarding-
school
•Academic progression since joining the boarding-school
Theme 2: The move to the 
boarding-school has enabled 
development of a select social 
group
• Categories:
•Learning to develop friendships in the boarding-school 
environment
•Family support recieved towards social development
Theme 3:  The disorientation 
caused by the ongoing 
movement between two 
different spaces needs careful 
management 
• Categories:
•Physical and mental well-being of adjusting between school and 
home enviroment 




4.5 Creating a narrative 
In presenting the findings according to the themes, I did so by creating a narrative by 
triangulating data across the four data sets. This was done by presenting the case 
record both chronologically and topically. By narratively presenting the data, I avoided 
my researcher bias, as multiple sources were compared. The narrative starts with 
Bayete, and introduces him and the context of the study with his opinions and voice 
coming through by using in vivo coding. I also bring in my researcher reflexivity to 
portray Bayete’s story as per the example provided in Data Set 3.  
Now that my themes have been identified, I will present the findings thematically in the 
next chapter.  
 
4.6 Conclusion 
The qualitative data analysis process has been discussed in this chapter, outlining 
how categories and themes were derived. In Chapter 5 I will discuss each theme 
individually, to address the research question set out in this study, which is: how does 
a well-functioning boarding-school influence the academic achievement and social 

















CHAPTER 5: PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS  
 
5.1 Introduction 
The aim of this research study was to explore the influence of a well-functioning 
boarding-school on a rural adolescent male learner’s academic achievement and 
social development. At the end of Chapter 4, I presented and developed three themes 
from an analysis of the data. These themes provided an indication of the adolescent 
male learner’s lived experiences in a well-functioning boarding-school, and how it 
influenced his academic achievement and social development.  
In this chapter, I discuss each of the themes in relation to the research question and 
sub-questions set out in this study. The three themes are: the movement from being 
a day-scholar to boarding-school scholar has impacted positively on Bayete’s 
academic achievement; the move to a boarding-school has enabled the development 
of a select social group; and the disorientation caused by the ongoing movement 
between two different spaces needs careful management. When presenting and 
analysing each theme, I refer to specific data set selections in the study with applicable 
literature in my discussions. I also utilise the theoretical framework of liminality as 
expounded on by van Gennep (1909) and Turner (1967) to interpret the findings.  
Drawing on the theoretical framework of liminality, I recognise the time and context 
development and show its relevance to this research.  
5.2 The movement from being a day-scholar to boarding- scholar has   
impacted positively on Bayete’s academic achievement  
Before Bayete became a boarding-school scholar in 2018, he was a day-scholar at 
the same school from 2013-2017. During this period, he struggled academically, as is 
evident from his school reports for 2017. His averages were particularly low in subjects 
such as mathematics (29%), natural science and technology (38%), and his overall 
grade average for Grade 4 in 2017 was at 44%. I surmised that one of the reasons for 
Bayete’s poor academic performance as a day-scholar was the difficulties associated 
with living at home and travelling to school. The first of the challenges in this situation 
were the long hours spent travelling to school. Each morning, Bayete had to walk a 
distance of up to 4 km on a dirt road to reach his transport to school. This meant having 




excerpt: “… I always had an old bakkie of a 1976 model…Then it broke….They [had 
to] get up at 4’o clock, 5’o clock they must be done then they need to walk. Then if 
they don’t get the transport there, they must walk to school” (I.D/6-7: lines 178-182). 
Children walking long distances to get to school in rural areas is not unusual as parents 
are often unable to afford to pay for their children’s transport (Strassburg et al., 2010; 
IBRD- The World Bank, 2018). In addition, many roads in farming communities are not 
well maintained and/or dirt roads and this means that children often walk long 
distances on roads and bridges which are in a very poor condition (Hlalele, 2012), thus 
prolonging their journey.  
Similarly, Bayete’s afternoons were equally long.  For a child between the ages of 7-
13 years old, such long days would have been very exhausting. It would have also 
resulted in him not having sufficient time to spend on his homework. This view is 
supported by the following excerpts from his father: 
 “they need to carry their bags and must now walk.  If they get off there so 2’o 
clock, they will get home about half past 5” (I.D/6: lines 172-173).  By the time 
he reached home, “If he puts his bag down and ate finish, he’s fast asleep. Now 
you must struggle with him to do homework, he eats and goes shower. After he 
is done washing then he is tired” (I.D/6: lines 175-177). 
Bayete’s typical day as a day-scholar thus started at four in the morning, with him 
leaving home at five, when it is quite dark, especially during winter, and returning home 
at five thirty in the afternoon. This is approximately fifteen hours in any particular day, 
of which approximately six hours is spent on travelling to and from school. It is 
therefore not surprising that Bayete was too tired to complete his homework when he 
arrived home late in the afternoon, and it became a daily struggle for his parents to 
get Bayete to complete his homework. As explained by his father, “I ask him if he done 
the homework he says no…I ask three times and I want to go look in the cupboards 
then he says no he has homework. I ask when you will begin to write, he says 
tomorrow” (I.D/10: lines 285-290). This had impacted negatively on his performance 
at school, as highlighted in the following Grade 4 teacher’s reflections: his “homework 
[was] never completed” (I.T/1: line 5). I would also add that having to get up at four in 




(mentally and physically fatigued) to concentrate in class. This could have contributed 
to a large extent on his poor performance at school (see Fig 4.7 and 4.8 in Chapter 4), 
resulting in him failing the grade.  
When the opportunity was presented by a UJ-led research project, titled ‘Transforming 
Education in Rural South Africa’, under a grant for Inventions for Good Incorporated 
(IFGI) to fund all costs related to Bayete’s school fees and accommodation at 
boarding-school, it was understandable why the parents made the decision to move 
him from a day-scholar to a boarding-scholar at the same school. Bayete’s dad was 
also motivated by his own incomplete high school experience and he expressed the 
wish for a good education for his child:  
“Yes, so I want them…they should know that I struggled” (I.D/2: line 35). The 
data showed his dad constantly restating how important it is to do well in school, 
“Yes he must practise work a little. Life is in his hands. He must work a little 
more…  The thing that I want is that the school put their head to it. They must 
learn and learn…Uh the school for me is important” (I.D/10: lines 277-280). 
 
From the data, Bayete’s subsequent move to the boarding-school in 2018 shows 
steady progress in his academic achievements over time. His overall average had 
improved from 44% (2017 in Grade 4) to 63% (2018 in Grade 4). There were major 
improvements in his mathematics marks from 28% to 65% and his natural science and 
technology mark from 38% to 78% (Subject average per year graph). In 2019 (Grade 
5), Bayete’s results were steadily consistent with a 60% grade average. He had two 
subject average regressions, in Afrikaans from 60% to 51% and mathematics from 
65% to 45%. The rest of the subject averages remained constant or had a slight 
improvement.  
The data points to these improvements possibly being attributed to several factors. 
The first is having more time at boarding-school to complete his homework. The house 
master explained that: 
“...after supper they go straight to the hostel for a shower and then prepare 




(Q.HM/3: lines 53-54); and “...there have been arrangements to be to have 
extra classes in the afternoon, on a Wednesday... what we do is we have two 
study sessions [during exam time], one in the afternoon as well and one in the 
evening. It’s not just the one like a normal day” (Q.HM/5: lines 85 and 91-92). 
The long hours that he spent travelling as a day-scholar were now spent on activities 
after school to support his academic development. As explained by his father:   
“... before boarding-school he wasn’t by the books, he wasn’t like he is now like 
at the hostel. Now, I see him. He does his work more than when he was at 
home. He never had a lot of time with his books... But by the hostel he is 
different to when he is at home. Ya because if he hangs in there he is becoming 
a little better. He is much better” (I.D/7: line 190-196).  
In addition to having more time, Bayete also receives support and assistance from 
teachers and the boarding-school master if he requires help when completing his 
homework, as evidenced from an extract from an interview conducted with Bayete in 
May 2018 (1.I.L): 
"I: .So do you all do homework together with your friends? 
L:  Nods in agreement  
I: And you guys help each other? 
L:  Nods in agreement 
I:  And when you don’t understand? 
L:  I ask my friend 
I:  And when your friend don’t understand? 
L:  I ask my teacher” (1.I.L/3: lines 71-79). 
 
Bayete’s hostel teacher also ensures that he reads at least one book a week (1.I.L/9: 
lines 236-247) and helps with explanations of difficult concepts that will help him to 
understand the homework provided. It appears as if the regular encouragement with 
support has boosted Bayete’s academic progress. Bayete himself describes it as 
follows in the interview of April 2019:  




“I: How do [teachers] support you?      
  
L: They encourage you         
I: They encourage you, and the hostel people?     
  
L: Also encourage me         
I: They also encourage you. How do they encourage you?  
L: They tend to give us lots of help” (3.I.L/3lines 41-46). 
 
Similar views were echoed by the housemaster:  
“We especially make sure that they definitely do their homework, it is important 
that all hostel learners make sure that they do their homework [a]nd teachers 
make sure that they do their homework. And if not, uh, that they also we can 
inform parents or that it’s brought to my attention” (Q.HM/5: lines 89-90); “...if 
they struggle to complete their homework uh during that time, uh we have 
places available for them uh there’s extra classes or classrooms that’s available 
to them. We have also tables and chairs available where they can sit and do 
their homework if they don’t uh, finish it on time” (Q.HM/5: lines 95-97).  
His Grade 5 teacher also stated that “...his father cannot write. There wasn't 
support(ed) at home. Now he is in the boarding-school and the teachers can easily 
assist with extra help” (Q.T/3: lines 62-63). The observations of his teachers and 
housemaster echo the views of Behagel et al. (2017, p.158), that “boarding-schools 
provide students with smaller classes, more engaged teachers, better peers, less 
classroom disruption, and more mandatory time spent each day in a study room”. As 
can be seen from the data, a well-functioning boarding-school did lay the foundation 
for a structured lifestyle (Martin et al., 2014), which includes having a tight scheduling 
system that assists learners in time management and discipline.  Such structure and 
routine has played a definitive role in contributing to Bayete’s improving academic 
progress (Martin et al., 2014; Vigar-Ellis, 2013).  
It seems as if his increasing academic progress has changed the way in which Bayete 
views his teachers and his own academic abilities. This is quite different from the initial 




trust teachers: “(Pause) (mumbles softly) they always judge…Because If I fail they tell 
all the teachers” (1.I.L/10: lines 269-272). When pressed for detail, Bayete told how he 
had overheard a conversation between teachers, discussing his poor academic 
progression and this led him to draw the conclusion that the teachers saw him as a 
learner who is struggling. This seems to have affected his confidence and negatively 
impacted on his academic achievement. It was with this mind-set that Bayete joined 
the boarding-school in 2018 – he was in fact struggling academically and had to repeat 
Grade 4.   
A pivotal point came in 2018 when Bayete moved into the boarding facilities at the 
school. Viewed through the lens of liminality (van Gennep, 1909) many aspects of his 
former life were impacted. He was subject to the “separation or pre-liminal rites as it 
signifies the detachment of the individual or group [...] from an earlier fixed point in the 
social structure” (Van Gennep, 1909; cited by Turner, 1969, p. 80), as he moved from 
living at home in an isolated environment, to living at the boarding-school with its 
expansive social networks. In this movement from one material space into another, he 
too moved into a liminal state, into an in-between space, not really belonging to any 
specific group, and thus being “betwixt and between” stages (Turner, 1967, p. 93-94). 
He would, despite being familiar with the school itself, have experienced detachment 
from home, which symbolically led to him feeling like an outsider in both spaces. For 
anyone in “betwixt and between” stages the period is often associated with a sense of 
disorientation or conflict, which Turner regards as fruitful in stimulating creativity, 
experimentation, and the emergence of new ideas (Turner, 1969). Thomassen (2009) 
cautions us that structure and order is needed in the liminal period to assist individuals 
in guiding them through new developmental experiences. Numerous indications in the 
varied data sets point to the value of the clear structures for boarding-school life, from 
regulated homework periods, to times for meals and social activities, all of which have 
provided a guiding frame needed for a child his age. Bayete was assisted in the liminal 
phase to adjust to the boarding-school environment: “the systems we have in place to 
discipline and structure in boarding-school. We do have uh, code of conduct, that 
learners all learners and their parents receive uh in the beginning of the year, but also 




For instance, boarding-school has enabled Bayete to access additional academic 
support via the extra-classes after school for children who are struggling, and to bridge 
the gap between being a struggling learner and one who is coping academically. As a 
day- scholar, Bayete would not have been able to attend these, as he would have 
missed his transport home. He now had the opportunity to do so, as highlighted by his 
father:  
“Now you see they have extra classes at school, so it’s better to sleep at the 
school… Right, they they, they started helping him with maths last year. 
Therefore he got 84%... With the maths, but now [2019] he’s a little,…(hand 
movement shows down). I don’t know. They trying to give him extra classes” 
(I.D/3: line 78). 
Although such support is provided by the school, it would seem that Bayete has still 
not completely made the transition to the new habits required of him; he still seems to 
be stuck “betwixt and between” (Turner, 1967, p. 93-94) the habits of a struggling 
learner and one who is improving. For instance, the housemaster observed that 
Bayete did/does not always make use of opportunities for additional support:  
“...boarding-school is not always for learners that struggle… cause it requires a 
lot of self-discipline” (Q.HM/6: lines 112-113). “I know uh that [Bayete was] 
supposed to have extra classes and a lot of times [he] didn’t pitch up for that 
classes. Uh even though we sent boys and girls to go look for [him] and go find 
[him]” (Q.HM/3: lines 51-52).  
A similar observation was made by his Grade 5 teacher, that, “a lot of times, he 
[Bayete] does not show up.” (Q.T/2: line 33).  Extra classes did contribute to his 
improved performance in 2018 because he was more vigilant about attending these. 
However, in 2019, he was not regularly attending extra lessons which impacted 
negatively on his academic performance in mathematics and Afrikaans, as can be 
seen in Figure 4.8: Three-year subject average overview on the adolescent male 
learner’s academic achievement. 
Bayete also confirmed that he did not always attend extra-classes, in the following 




“I: Have you been going to extra classes for the year thus far? 
L: Shakes head in disagreement  
I: Okay, so why aren’t you going to extra classes?  
L: Cause I had an ankle problem  
I: You had an ankle problem? What happened to your ankle? 
L: I was playing soccer then I fell on top of it” (2. I. L/5: lines 83-88).  
 
His Grade 5 teacher had also said: 
 “A lot of the time he does not show up [for extra classes] (Q.T/2: line 33), and 
similarly the housemaster had indicated “...a lot of times that [he hasn’t] pitched 
up for that extra-classes... But [he] love playing I think a little bit more than to 
do homework or extra-classes” (Q.HM/5 lines 86-87).  
The data therefore reveals that in some respects Bayete’s self-discipline had 
increased as he was able to complete his homework and study as per the allocated 
schedules to be followed by boarding-school learners after school. However, he had 
not yet developed enough self-discipline and agency to take responsibility for his 
learning.  
An important factor in the interviews with various stakeholders, including Bayete, as 
to why he was not making use of the additional support classes, was evident in their 
responses. It appears that the expansion of his social group activities provided a 
conflicting interest to academic support. Bayete is a passionate soccer player, who in 
the isolation of the home environment did not have a group to play with. At the 
boarding-school, the facilities for soccer and the readily available group of peers was 
clearly overriding his need for academic support.  He thus made a choice between the 
two activities. His deliberate choice of not attending extra-classes in subjects that he 
struggles with, and in opting for social interaction instead, seems to resonate with 
Mandler’s (1975) interruption theory, which is described as an emotional response to 
his difficulties in adjusting to a new environment. As Behagel et al. (2017) remind us, 
it takes time (up to a year) for learners to adjust to a new environment, and Bayete 
initially adhered to the rules and religiously attended support classes in 2018. By 2019, 




some friendships and realised that he could experiment with his individual freedom in 
this liminal space that he found himself in. He was in a state of ‘communitas,’ where 
the social order is suspended and spontaneity prioritised (Turner, 1969). There was 
possibly another reason. Based on the data, I surmise that Bayete’s choice to play 
soccer with his friends instead of attending extra classes may hold fond memories of 
his brother and his home. In the interviews, Bayete often made reference to playing 
soccer with his big brother on the weekends or during school holidays (4.I.L/6: line 93; 
I.D/4: lines 105-106). It may have been that Bayete had suspended his boarding-
school routine and prioritised soccer with his friends to re-create a familiar 
feeling/memory.  
 
5.3 The move to a boarding-school has enabled the development of a select 
social group 
Bayete’s initial move to boarding-school can be described as stressful, anxious, and 
daunting. This was not unusual, considering that he was in a liminal space, associated 
with a sense of disorientation or conflict (Turner, 1969). One of the main issues he 
struggled with initially was making friends. Some of this could be attributed to a 
historical lack of interaction with peers of his own age with only two siblings for 
company. Bayete said “…we live in a mountain, and there’s no one to play with” 
(3.I.L/4: line 68) …. and “most of the time the place is boring at home” (2. I. L/2: line 
28). His dad too confirmed that Bayete did not have friends at home because “at home, 
where we stay there isn’t streets. It’s just a farm” (I.D/4: line 113). Living in an isolated 
environment seemed to have impacted negatively on his ability to make friends as a 
day-scholar. As explained by his Grade 4 teacher, “…in 2017, Bayete [as a day- 
scholar] was very withdrawn in class…” (I.T/1: line 9).  
However, his Grade 5 teacher indicated that Bayete’s move to the boarding-school in 
2018 had improved his academic performance which gave “him more confidence and 
then in time his social development also improved. His friends are in the Top 10 and 
this motivates him to do good” (Q.T/3-4: lines 64-66). As time progressed, he was 
beginning to make friends. Bayete also stated that he preferred “going to boarding-




was because “I [saw] my friends’ everyday” (2. I. L/11: line 202). The value of the 
boarding facilities enabled Bayete and his peers to socialise (2.I.L/6: line 100). His 
Grade 4 teacher too also noticed this change, as captured by the following statement: 
“He started to communicate more with friends and made friends easily from since 
2017” (I.T/1: line 9), after moving to the boarding-school. A similar view was expressed 
by the boarding-school housemaster who stated that “his social interaction and 
behaviour changed over time. He made a lot of friends” (Q.HM/2: line 24).  
Although the views of the housemaster and schoolteacher pointed to increased social 
interaction and the presence of many new friends, the data over time paints a different 
picture. My observations and extracts from the interviews with Bayete show that his 
choice of friends seems to have been more careful. For instance, in January 2019, 
Bayete indicated that he had four special friends who were selected because they are 
respectful and have a good moral grounding (2.I.L/7: lines 112-118). He describes 
these criteria in the following way: “Not rude; that make good decisions” (2.I.L/7: line 
118). Bayete’s criteria for choosing friends seems to echo his dad’s sentiments, who 
recounted the following to me in an interview:  
 “Uh, many times I tell him that when you choose friends, [t]hat you mustn’t find friends 
that teach you what I don’t teach you. So that tomorrow when you get home, I don’t 
know what you learnt. Please choose the right things at school” (I.D/12: lines 328-
330). This is suggestive of his dad having a strong influence over Bayete’s choices 
(Klimstra et al., 2010) which may have resulted in his choice of a small social group.   
By April 2019 in a follow-up interview with Bayete, I again asked about his friendships:  
L:  Two  
I: Two friends. Is it easy to make friends at boarding-school?    
L: Shakes head in disagreement       
I: No? Why do you say so?        
  
L: Because it is hard to choose        
I: How do you decide who’s your friends?      





I: How do you chose your friends?       
L: It's hard         
I: Okay, but how did you make those two friends?      
L: By playing [soccer] with them (3.I.L/5: lines 74-84).  
 
Taken in conjunction with my observation notes, where I saw him only interact with a 
select group of boys: “He would only talk and play with the two boys. The one boy is 
in his class, while the other is not”, belies the notion of a wide group of friends. I also 
noticed that when another learner joined the group, “Bayete would sit on his own, then 
remains quiet and shy” (1. O. SD/1). This suggests to me that Bayete feels some 
discomfort when interacting with children out of his immediate social group. This may 
be in part from growing up under such socially isolated conditions on the farm. As 
Gordon et al. (2000) remind us, children are socially disadvantaged if they are not 
exposed to social interactions and usually lack effective communication skills (Ostrove 
& Long, 2007). Social isolation for such a prolonged period when it matters most for 
children, makes it very difficult for them to later adjust in larger social settings (Hymel 
et al., 2015). As a result, Bayete would withdraw himself from larger social settings at 
boarding-school.  
Another factor seems to be his material deprivation. While it is common during 
adolescence for children to seek social acceptance within their peers (Parkhurst & 
Asher, 1992; Bester & Budhal, 2001), Bayete’s economically-disadvantaged 
background, in a boarding-school, where the majority of learners come from a middle-
class background, in some way dictates his social sphere. There are vast differences 
in these socio-economic backgrounds such as subjective perceptions, income, and 
educational opportunities.  As an adolescent, it is not unusual for him to compare 
himself to his fellow peers as well as worry about how he is perceived. Social 
conformity with their peers is important to pre-adolescents, as they develop a desire 
to value what is important to their friends (Parkhurst & Asher, 1992). In this regard, 
Bayete had reported in an interview in April 2019 that “they [peers] always laugh at 




shoes” (4.I.L/3: lines 44-46) because they are not “name brand shoes” 2(4.I.L/3: lines: 
42-46). It is likely that these types of comments would result in him feeling insecure, 
humiliated, and embarrassed. His only way to address this was to ask his father for a 
new pair of shoes, specifically a branded pair of Nike shoes, as this would become a 
proxy for social acceptance. He envisaged his acceptance into the group if he could 
acquire this. To the father, these demands were not new, but he managed this request 
in a very supportive manner, as highlighted by the following response: “He always 
does that, but then I asked where he saw that tekkie and he says by his friend. And I 
said it’s very expensive I can’t afford it but I will try” (I.D/9: lines 244-245). In yet another 
example, Bayete compared his cellphone to what others have: “I only have a Mobicell 
[disregarding his type of phone by looking down]” (2. I. L/12: line 226). By using the 
word “only have”, Bayete seemed to be indicating its lower worth, possibly because it 
is not a popular brand of cellphone. His family’s inability to provide additional goods 
that might have enabled him to fit in materially meant that Bayete felt socially isolated 
from most of his peers.  
It would seem that within teenage social settings there are subtle initiation rites and 
rules that operate to be accepted within specific groups, which vary from a clustering 
of friends, segregation, and hierarchies (McFarland et al., 2014).  In understanding the 
reactions to Bayete’s lack of material goods and how this was perceived in a boarding-
school environment, I turned to the literature. Here research points out that children 
from middle-class backgrounds tend to reject children from low socio-economic status 
(SES) (Weinger, 2000, p. 139) who are then often bullied or laughed at for being poor 
(Horgan, 2007). Children from low SES often have negative experiences, resulting in 
them feeling ashamed, embarrassed, and humiliated because of their poor 
backgrounds (Main, 2013). The data points to Bayete being in a similar situation and 
experiencing these types of emotions, and like many teens in such positions he was 
of the view that acquiring a specific type of shoe or phone would allow him to feel 
included.  
Despite Bayete’s lack of understanding around the financial circumstances of his 
family, his dad remained steadfast in his belief that education was a way out of a farm 
 




life. His dad too tried to encourage him to look beyond the material only by 
emphasising that a good education is more important than new shoes or clothes. To 
qualify the statement, I drew on an excerpt from the dad’s interview: “I will try, I don’t 
want to promise but I will try. Leave to look at other children please. If you look at other 
friends, it is going to be difficult because you looking at clothes now and so on and so 
on. Focus on your things at school. If I see something at the shops I will always 
surprise you, but if I have money” (I.D/9: lines 247-250). 
As a result of this impasse, Bayete had purposefully isolated himself with friends that 
could relate to his personal attributes, resulting in him drawing his friends from a group 
similar in background to his own (Weinger, 2000) to form a small, select group of 
friends and create a sense of belonging (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Pereira & Pooley, 
2007).  
 
5.4 The disorientation caused by the ongoing movement between two different 
spaces needs careful management  
Bayete’s move to boarding-school in 2018 meant that he only saw his family over 
weekends and during longer school holiday periods. The weekend breaks meant 
returning home every Friday and then having to leave on a Sunday to return to 
boarding-school, which resulted in him being “‘betwixt and between’ all the recognized 
fixed points in space-time of structural classification” (Turner, 1967, p. 97). The journey 
between home and school seems to have led to “in between-ness” or “liminality” 
(Turner, 1967, p. 97), accompanied by disorientation and distress. There are a number 
of studies that illustrate how adapting to the rules and norms of a new (and often 
unfamiliar) environment can usually be accompanied by much uncertainty and anxiety 
(Van Deventer, 2017; Warner & Gabe, 2004; Teodorescu & Calin, 2015; Petersen, 
2017). I surmise that one of the reasons attributed to his uncertainty and anxiety is his 
continuous need to adjust to two very different environments. The first was having to 
adjust to the routines and structure observed at boarding-school and then returning 
home to very little structure and routine. The contrast between the two environments 




For instance, the routine of the boarding-school is tight and rigid as explained by the 
housemaster: 
“The first bell will ring at quarter to 6 in the morning, where the boarders will be 
(pause) we will wake them up. Where they will need to get dress, and wash 
their faces and brush their teeth. And obviously be prep be ready and prepared 
for inspection...Our school starts at 25 past 7, and uhm, first break is round 
about half past 9 twenty to 10, where they also then receive sandwiches uh, 
that’s been made for them. After that, there’s a second break and the school 
ends roundabout quarter to 2 where the kids go line up to go have lunch...Study 
time starts at quarter past 6 till about quarter to 8, in the uh evenings where 
they go where they move back to the hostel and prepare themselves for quiet 
time. Quiet time is time they can sit on their beds and read the bible, say prayers 
and then lights out is half past 8...” (Q.HM/3: lines 44-56).  
The tight structure for meals, homework, watching television, and going to bed was 
meant to regulate myriad activities for the children, but can be a challenge to children 
who do not have this type of structure already instilled in them. After being a year in 
boarding-school, I asked Bayete what he did not enjoy about being at the boarding-
school, and he responded: “...you sleep too early” (2. I. L/6: lines 103-104). Although 
Bayete had seemed to dislike the boarding-school curfew, he said that he prefers 
being at the boarding-school because “[m]ost of the time the place is boring at home” 
(2. I. L/2: line 28). 
Whereas, Bayete and his dad’s description of their home environment seemed to be 
in direct contrast to the structure of the boarding-school environment. There seemed 
to be very little evidence of set routines in the home. Bayete’s dad explained: “At the 
house … Thing I can maybe say at home that he is handy to wet the garden at home, 
but we don’t really have anything for him to do. We will just tell him to make up your 
bed and brush your teeth” (I.D/9: lines 265-267).  There was thus no continuation of 
the structure to his day that Bayete had been accustomed to during the week. 
Homework in particular became a struggle, with Bayete’s dad indicating: 
“I ask him if he done the homework he says ‘no’. After he drinks tea I ask ‘did 




and I want to go look in the cupboards then he says no he has homework. I ask 
when will you begin to write? He says tomorrow. Okay, on Saturday you will sit 
still and do the homework then I won’t ask you anymore. Because I see now, 
that you must always bother them a little” (I.D/10: lines 285-290). 
While Bayete’s dad realised that he had to monitor Bayete, he could not provide a 
routine for him. This is not unusual in rural areas, as rural parents lack time and usually 
have no routines at home (Hade, 2004) because they spend long hours working on 
the farms. Bayete then had the freedom to decide when he would complete his 
homework. Similarly, when home for the school holiday/ vacation period, Bayete 
described his typical day at home as follows:  
“I: Now, I want you to describe when you on holiday at home. What do you do 
from the time you get up?   
 L: Wake up and watch tv         
 I: You wake up and you watch tv, and what else?   
 L: ahh that’s all” (2 I.L/16 - 2.I L/17: lines 309-312). 
This is quite different from his boarding-school schedule and possibly points to Bayete 
not yet having developed enough self-agency to take responsibility for his learning and 
routines, despite the example of the boarding-school to follow.  
Bayete’s dad however emphasised that he wanted his child to excel in his education, 
and insisted that during school holidays “... [he] must always ... read his books when 
school is closed. He can just take one book to read, or Huisgenoot to read. So that 
when the school opens he doesn’t struggle again”. However, Bayete just wanted to 
play soccer with his elder brother and would barely read (I.D/6: lines 149-155). This 
data is in stark contrast to research on pressures encountered by children living in 
rural areas to complete farm chores or domestic duties (Hall & Sambu, 2017) who thus 
neglect studies at school. The literature also shows very little support from some 
parents in rural households of their children’s social and academic activities (Mudau 
& Obadire, 2017; Sathiparsad, 2008). Bayete however did not have these experiences 
in terms of completing farm chores. Instead, his dad continued to motivate his child to 




Thus, the differences in rules, routines, and experiences between home and boarding-
school environments could exacerbate feelings of uncertainty and anxiety in this 
liminal space.  It is therefore not surprising to find Bayete disliking some of these rules 
when he returned to boarding-school. It also meant that he would need to adjust from 
absolute freedom to very rigid rules and routines structured to take place at specific 
times. For example, at home he was allowed to stay up very late to watch TV, and 
disliked boarding-school because “you sleep too early” (2.I.L/6: line 104). Such 
constant adjustment from having to go to bed at half-past eight on weekdays at 
boarding-school then spending late nights watching television at home could result in 
him struggling to return to the routines set when returning to boarding-school. Bayete 
did express his struggles with sleeping early at the boarding-school and stated that he 
sometimes stays awake for a long time after the lights are out.  
“I2: And if you sit in the class, do you get tired? Find that you can't concentrate for  
 long? Hmm? In the subjects? 
L: Nods in agreement  
I2: And then you get bored, so you don’t pay attention to the teacher as well? 
 Does that happen to you? 
L: Nods in agreement 
I2: How often? 
L: Many times 
I2: Many times? Okay. Why do you think this happens? 
L: Because I don’t take enough sleep” (1.L.I/15-16: lines 427-436) 
 
This also impacted negatively on his ability to concentrate on lessons, as he did 
complain that he was constantly tired and sleepy in class.  I too had observed he 
“started falling asleep” in the last period of the day (2.O.CP/1). The extreme time-
frames with sleep patterns at home and school could therefore have contributed to 




Another reason for his perplexity and distress was a constant longing for his family.   
Although Bayete expressed the view that he preferred being at boarding-school, he 
understandably missed his family. From interviews collected in 2018 and 2019 with 
Bayete, his struggles to adjust to life without his family did not get easier. For example, 
in 2018, when asked about his family, he broke down in tears. This continued 
throughout my interviews with him in 2019. The following is an excerpt from an 
interview done in 2019 when he recalled the times that he used to spend with his 
brother back home as follows: “We play soccer in the back yard (Turns his face as 
tears roll down and tries to wipe so that I don’t see)”  (2. I. L/14: line 254). 
A similar experience was encountered in another interview in April 2019 with Bayete,
   
 “I: He (father) always buys you presents. What type of presents does he buy you?
 L: (He starts crying)        
I: (Hugs him) Why you crying? Do you miss home?    
 L: Silent         
I: Hey?          
L: Shakes head in agreement [to show yes]” (3.I.L/6: lines 101-106) 
Behaghel et al. (2017) highlight that children who move into unfamiliar surroundings 
find it difficult to adjust to a new environment. During this period, a sense of isolation 
or seclusion is experienced (Fischer et al., 1986; Bester & Budhal, 2001). However, 
the data from Bayete shows that he was still experiencing such isolation two years 
later. Bayete’s state of liminality was prolonged as he was facing a number of 
transitional challenges simultaneously - in terms of place as he moved between 
boarding-school and home; in terms of age and development as he moved from pre- 
adolescence to adolescence; and in terms of material space as he transitioned from a 
home life characterised by working-class poor parents and a low income, to an 
environment populated by peers from middle-class socio-economic circumstances. 
Below is a diagram describing the different transitional challenges that Bayete 
experienced during his two years at boarding-school, experiences that might still go 





Diagram 4: Constant transitional changes creating liminal tension 
 
This resulted in a confluence of liminal spaces all of which came with their own sets of 
uncertainty and tensions (Van Deventer, 2017) resulting in Bayete being “betwixt and 
between” stages (Turner, 1967, p. 93-94). Emotionally, adolescents living in boarding-
school experience emotional surges such as loneliness, and homesickness (Hadwen, 
2015, p. 39). This could lead to long-term mental health issues for children (Foucar & 
Duffel, 2001). This seemed to be the case with Bayete. In addition, Bayete took a liking 
to a teacher who reminded him of his mother,   “[b]ecause she treats me like my 
mother…. She always helps me with my stuff…She is young, she is nice…She's not 
strict” (1.I.L/18: lines 505-507). He therefore was drawn to the nurturing personality of 
this teacher, which also impacted positively on his academic performance in the 




Similarly, every time Bayete went home on the weekends, “…the thing that he talks 
the most about is if he can sleep at home” (I.D/7: line 200).  Although he wanted to 
return home every day, his dad reminded him of the struggles he encountered as a 
day-scholar , “He, he wants move make then I say he saw that I struggled to get 
transport and made a plan for you to stay at hostel, ya” (I.D/7: lines 203-204).  Although 
the data showed that Bayete still cried from missing his family in the second year of 
boarding-school, the constant support from his family did to some extent change his 
perspective of boarding-school. I drew on an interview excerpt: 
“I:  Ok so you back at school for almost a month, are you happy to be back?   
 L: (Nods in agreement)  
 I: Yes? Why you happy to be back?  
 L: To see my friends  
I: But do you not miss being at home with your family every day?    
L: (Shakes head [no] in disagreement)” (2. I. L/2: lines 21-26) 
Much of the data also pointed to Bayete’s poor eating habits both at boarding-school 
and at home, which could be linked to the difficulties experienced with the transitional 
tensions between the two environments. The excerpt below is an incident that 
occurred during a phone call between Bayete and his dad; “If you ask him don’t just 
say ya I didn’t get food, then you run after and say that you didn’t feed my child. You 
must argue a bit till you get the right answers. Then he says sometime the food the 
food that we eat is not the food that we like. I know they use to…” (I.D/7- I.D/8: lines 
206-208). Bayete’s dad had specified that “Sometimes we cook milk and soup pap 
and you use to eating that” (I.D/8: line 210).  Bayete clearly missed his mom’s cooking 
and foods that he was familiar with (even though it may not have had sufficient 
nutritional value) and this could have impacted negatively on his physical and cognitive 
development. 
“I2: You said something about that you, you get sick when you eat meat?  What 
happens to you? 





Similarly, from a segment of data that was extracted, it had shown that Bayete’s eating 
habits were very erratic at home:  
“I: No, so you miss the food sometimes. Why do you not eat the food all the time? 
 L:  Because I don't eat when I'm home   
 I: You don't eat at your home? Why don't you eat at your home?  
 L: Because I don't know if the food is going to make me sick  
 I: What type of food makes you sick?  
 L: Cheese” (2. I. L/9: lines161-166) 
The overriding inconsistencies in his eating habits caused concern at the boarding-
school. The housemaster indicated that each learner receives “…3 meals, breakfast, 
lunch and supper. But there’s also sandwiches available for them uh after or during 
first break” (Q.HM/3: line 58). Bayete received four meals a day at boarding-school. 
However, I had observed Bayete during 1st break at school, and “he looked at the 
sandwich, but did not take one for lunch” (1.O.SD/1). Thus, although Bayete had 
access to four meals a day, he did not always eat his meals. I drew on an excerpt from 
Bayete’s interview;  
“I: And what happens when they serve food that you don't like?   
 L: I don't take it   
 I: You don’t take it. Then you starve for the day?  
 L: Nods head in agreement” (2. I. L/10: lines 187-190) 
 
Bayete not eating regularly could lead to negative effects physically, and cognitively. 
Bayete indicated that he did not enjoy moving between classes at school as his legs 
were sore and he got tired quickly (1.I.L/15: lines 405-415). This was in direct contrast 
to his enjoyment of soccer which is an intensive physical game. Bayete’s signs of 
fatigue and lack of concentration in class during the day may have been directly related 
to his lack of consistent and regular nutrition. I draw on an observation field note 
reflection that indicated my interpretation of the day: “He does not complete his 
activities on time in the classroom, and is distracted easily…Does not participate in 




day of classroom observation field notes that indicate: “…He is very quiet as he copies 
work off the board. During the lesson, he zones out and is fidgety. He ends up doodling 
in his book instead of doing the work” (1.O.CP/1). The data showed that Bayete had 
a lack of concentration during a school day and “started falling asleep in class” 
(2.O.CP/1). This was on a Thursday afternoon towards the end of the day. A possible 
reason for his lack of concentration and falling asleep could have been due to him 
skipping meals, which may have been linked to other medical issues such as a food 
allergy. This issue is something that requires further investigation.  
Another reason that may have contributed to Bayete’s disorientation was the constant 
movement from a boarding-school environment that provided safety and security, 
versus living in a rural farming area with little security. On returning to boarding-school 
after weekends or the holidays, Bayete described being afraid of going to sleep as he 
would experience nightmares. One of the impacts of this was that he struggled to sleep 
at night:   
“I2: Why do you think that you’re not getting enough sleep? What are you thinking 
about? What’s keeping you up? 
L: Nightmares 
I2: Like what? Tell us? What’s getting you frightened? 
L: I’m being chased by monsters 
I2: By monsters, and you feel that there are monsters around you at night? 
L: Nods in agreement” (1.I.L/16: lines 445-451). 
While interviewing his dad, he reiterated that Bayete struggled to adjust in his first year 
of boarding-school, “I was just worried when he started at school, but now I am alright. 
The thing that the other day, how can I say… last year (2018) every night he called 
me and said he is not okay at school. Then I had to try. He dreamt about seeing 
snakes. It’s just a dream” (I.D/4: lines 94-97). When Bayete experienced the 
nightmares in the first year of being a boarding-school scholar, his dad comforted him. 
 “He holds his head when he sleeps, and if he dreams about it then he can’t 
sleep. Ya so, you you must just always talk about, because if you talk about the 




sleeps, he can’t sleep because of the thing you told him. But if you just talk to 
him nicely, he is alright” (I.D/4: lines 99-103).  
This showed that his dad could comfort him by addressing his anxiety. Bayete’s 
nightmares could have stemmed from a constant concern about the safety of his 
family. In his very first interview conducted in 2018, he explained “wanting to be a 
policeman and catch criminals” (1.I.L/6: lines 154-156), and further justified that he 
wanted to protect “[his] mother... [because his] dad is always away” (1.I.L/20: lines 
565-568). His dad too described his safety concerns about their children as follows: 
“Two years back was it a bit too bad in South Africa to kidnap children. But now it a bit 
lower, I don’t see that they talking so much about it on the news” (I.D/12: lines 348-
350). These safety concern from the parents could have been instilled in Bayete from 
the time when he was a day-scholar (aged 7-12 years). He had to “walk [4 KM] by 
foot... they (Bayete and his sister) get off there so 2’o clock, [and] will get home about 
half past 5.  It’s a bit too far” (I.D/6: lines 169-173). It must have been terrifying for a 
young child to walk such a long distance. Not only was Bayete concerned about his 
safety on the roads, but he had to protect his little sister as well. These concerns may 
have continued even when he was at boarding-school, constantly worrying about the 
safety of his family on the farm. This could have impacted him both emotionally and 
psychologically, possibly contributing to his nightmares. With the increase in crime 
rates over the years (Africa Check, 6 November 2018), especially child trafficking 
(May, 2018), parents are very wary about children playing outside their homes, for fear 
of them being abducted (Wilson et al., 2010). 
At boarding-school, Bayete revealed that he felt safe “Because there's there's a 
security guard” (4.I.L/4: line 61). Moreover, Bayete’s dad believed that at the boarding-
school “… there is security, no one can just come in to talk to the children. That is 
important for us parents” (I.D/13: lines 359-360). This not only put the parents at ease 
but Bayete himself was at ease, knowing that he was placed in a safe environment. In 
my observation notes taken at the school I also observed many safety measures. After 
school, the learners assemble in the quad, “[a]ll learners sit in male and female lines 
according to their grade. The headmistress in charge does a head count with the help 
of the prefects to take a register” (O. BS/1). Once this was done, they would eat and 




believe that Bayete having been placed in a well-functioning boarding-school has 
shifted his need for safety from anxiety to one of feeling protected. This study also 
confirmed the importance of boarding-schools in creating secure environments that 
nurtures healthy relationships (Vigar-Ellis, 2013, p. 9). Another advantage is that 
boarding-schools generally cater for the personal needs of the children such as 
security, love, freedom, independency, self-expression, and achievement (Curto & 
Fryer, 2014). 
Although results have shown some positive attributes of Bayete moving to the 
boarding-school, such as development in his academics and socialisation, it is 
essential to note that family ties and presence play crucial roles in Bayete’s 
development.  Child development relies heavily on family learning through physical, 
emotional, social, and intellectual observation (Brooks-Gunn, Brown, Duncan & 
Moore, 1995). Bayete indicates that he would like to be like his father because “… he 
makes the family” (3.I.L/6: line 100). By observing his family presence, Bayete has 
learnt traits from his father for his development. 
Viewed through the lens of liminality, the need to manage the constant movement 
between two material spaces with different rules is challenging. Bayete, on moving 
from his home and community to a boarding-school, can be described as a “tabula 
rasa, a blank slate, on which is inscribed the knowledge and wisdom of the group, in 
those respects that pertain to the new status” (Turner, 1995, p.103). He was a young 
teenager who had moved into a new school, possibly feeling like an outsider, 
struggling to find his voice and subject to the rules and conventions laid down by the 
institution.  He was dependent on the knowledge and wisdom that would be shared by 
the group, in this case, other learners, teachers, and significant care-givers in this 
environment, who were already familiar with this lifestyle, to shape and develop his 
new status. This knowledge and wisdom from his peers and educators should 
eventually have allowed Bayete to adjust into the boarding-school structure and 
routine. There were instances in the data where successful adjustment was clear; 
however there were also areas where this was ongoing and where Bayete would 




5.5 Limitations of the study 
A limitation of this study lies in the fact that it is a case study of the experiences of one 
adolescent male learner from a rural area that attended a well-functioning boarding-
school. This means that the study’s setting and findings cannot be generalised to that 
of other settings and contexts. More in-depth studies of a greater age range of children 
from different circumstances may enable more generalisable lessons for the field of 
rural education.  
Another limitation of the study is that a follow-up interview of the learner in the period 
March to August 2020 could not take place, due to the lockdown conditions in South 
Africa, which banned inter-provincial travel due to Covid-19.    
5.6 Recommendations 
After completion of this study, it is my belief and understanding that boarding-schools 
do positively influence the academic and social development of children. Despite the 
limitations of the study, I would like to make the following recommendations which may 
assist the research project, titled ‘Transforming Education in Rural South Africa’, 
externally funded under the IFGI grant within the childhood education flagship at the 
University of Johannesburg.  
• I recommend and request counselling for Bayete by a practising psychologist.  
The data confirms that he was still struggling emotionally two years later with 
adjusting to boarding-school. Bayete seemed to be in an elongated state of 
liminality as he was facing several transitional challenges simultaneously. - in 
terms of place, material space, and age, as discussed in Section 5.4 of this 
chapter.  
• Bayete is a young teenager moving into boarding-school. Although he had been 
at the same school as a day-scholar, he still felt like an outsider, on the 
periphery, struggling to find his voice and subject to the rules and conventions 
of the boarding-school environment.  He therefore needs support in moving out 
of this extended state of liminality towards van Gennep’s reintegration stage. 
One of the ways in which this can be achieved is by a more senior boarding-
school learner, much like a ‘buddy system’, tasked with mentoring and guiding 




• The IFGI project, in collaboration with the boarding-school should recommend 
a medical doctor and dietitian to examine Bayete’s poor nutrition and dietary 
needs. This recommendation could better his concentration and address his 
fatigue.  
• The boarding-school has been well-functioning towards supporting the 
learner’s academic and social development. A recommendation is that the 
government should invest more into boarding-school education for rural 
learners, as it does contribute positively to learners’ academic achievements. 
Learner safety is also ensured as they do not need to travel long distances to 
and from school.    
5.7 Conclusion 
This study set out to explore how a well-functioning boarding-school environment 
influenced the academic achievement and social development of a rural adolescent 
male learner. The research question, results, and findings were framed using both the 
interpretive research paradigm and the theoretical framework of liminality.  The result 
was a deeper understanding of a rural male child’s lived experiences in a boarding-
school, and how it had influenced his academic and social development.  
Three key findings were identified from this qualitative case study. The first finding 
confirmed that the movement from being a day-scholar to a boarding-school scholar 
impacted positively on his academic achievements. Here his struggles as a day- 
scholar contributed to his parents’ decision to move him into the boarding facilities of 
the school. Structure and routines at the boarding-school, combined with extra tuition 
after school in subjects he was struggling with, contributed positively towards 
improving his academic performance over the two-year period of this study.  
The second key finding revealed that the move to a boarding-school enabled Bayete 
to develop a select social group. Bayete is from a rural isolated farm environment, 
where socialisation is very limited. There was further evidence which suggested that 
his family has a strong influence on Bayete’s association of friends. Although Bayete 
had been at boarding-school for two years, he still struggled to make friends, possibly 
due to the restrictions posed by his socio-economic circumstances and the need for 




The final finding of this study revealed that it was extremely difficult for Bayete to 
manage the disorientation caused by the ongoing movement between two different 
spaces - the home and boarding-school environment. The data show that the 
noticeable contrast between the structured schedules and routines of the boarding-
school and the lack thereof in the home environment, created tensions for Bayete that 
were difficult to navigate. This resulted in distress and disorientation.  
As a result of the confluence of liminal spaces that boarding-school provides, Bayete 
has to traverse: home to school; pre-adolescence to adolescence; and a low socio-
economic environment to a middle-class environment, has meant that he is “betwixt 
and between” (Turner, 1967, p. 93-94) different spaces and places that form a very 
complex matrix. Each of these liminal spaces comes with its own sets of uncertainty 
and tensions (Van Deventer, 2017) which has prolonged Bayete’s liminal period of 
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Addendum B: Informed letter of consent 
 
The influence of a boarding-school on the academic and social development of a rural male child 
 
 
Background to the study including the nature of the research 
 
This study forms part of a larger research project, titled ‘Transforming Education in Rural South 
Africa’, under a grant for Inventions for Good Incorporated (IFGI) which is externally funded 
within the Department of Childhood Education flagship at the University of Johannesburg.  
 
In this part of the project, I will conduct a case study of a young African learner on his lived 
experiences. The learner is 12 years old in grade 4 whom originally hails from a rural 
backgrounds. The male child is also from socio- economically disadvantaged background and 
has gained entry into a well-functioning boarding-school, through a scholarship. The learner is 
at a school in a rural-urban fringe area in Gauteng, funded by an international donor.  
 
Intention of the project 
Research associated with this project attempts to: 
 
Explore how a well-functioning school environment influences the academic achievement and 
social development of an adolescent rural male child that comes from socio-economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds 
 
Furthering the depth of the research, the objectives are: 
• To explore the influence of a well-functioning boarding-school on the learner's academic 
achievement and social development from the perspectives of parents, teachers, house-
master and the young boy himself.  
 
Procedures involved in the research 
The research participants is a rural adolescent male child from a well-functioning boarding-
school. Parents, teachers and the house-master will be interviewed as well, but the focus is on 
the boy. Sampling is therefore purposeful. Data will be collected through individual interviews, 
observations, questionnaires and through document analysis. In the document analysis, I will 
examine how a well-functioning boarding-school environment influences socio-disadvantaged 
learner’s academic achievement and social development. The interviews will be conducted on 
home grounds for the participant and his parents, while the teachers and house-master will be 
interviewed on school premises. The interview will be voice recorded with consent from all the 




If correct procedures are followed, there are no possible potential risks. However, a participant  
may withdraw from the study at any time if they do not feel comfortable..  
 
Potential Benefits 
Benefits of this research could create a better understanding of academic progress, amongst 
the adolescent male child within a South African well-structured boarding-school. Strategies 
on how to better equip boarding-schools, and the importance of academic achievement in 
boys will be presented in the research. 
 
Informed consent 
We recognise that participants are not capable of consent unless “informed”. We have, therefore, 
disclosed the nature of the research, the aims, the duration, the risks and benefits, the nature of 
interventions throughout the study, compensations where appropriate, researcher details, and 
details of the ethical review process. Where appropriate, communities, employers, departments 






Every effort will be made to protect (guarantee) your confidentiality and privacy. I will not use 
your name or any information that would allow you to be identified. In addition, all data 
collected will be anonymous and only the researchers will have access to the data that will be 
securely stored for no longer than 2 years after publication of research reports, or papers. 
Thereafter, all collected data will be destroyed. You must, however, be aware that there is 
always the risk of group or cohort identification in research reports, but your personal identity 
will always remain confidential. You must also be aware that if information you have provided 
is requested by legal authorities I may be required to comply. 
 
Participation and Withdrawal 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may withdraw your consent to participate in 
the project at any time during the project. If you decide to withdraw, there will be no 
consequences to you. Your decision whether or not to be part of the study will not affect your 
continuing access to any services that might be part of this study. 
 
Future interest and Feedback 
You may contact me (see below) at any time during or after the study for additional 
information, or if you have questions related to the findings of the study. You may indicate 
your need to see the findings of the research in the attached consent form. 
 
 
Taryn Kacey Bennett 
084 758 4612 
Email: taryn@uj.ac.za 
Dr. Sarita Ramsaroop 




















Addendum C: Letter of consent 
 




The influence of a boarding-school on the academic and social development of a rural male child 
 
Investigator: 





Please mark the appropriate checkboxes. I hereby: 
 Agree to be involved in the above research project as a participant. 
 Agree to be involved in the above research project as an observer to protect the rights of: 
 Children younger than 18 years of age; 
 Children younger than 18 years of age that might be vulnerable*; and/or 
 Children younger than 18 years of age who are part of a child-headed family. 
 Agree that my child,  may participate in the above research project. 
 Agree that my staff may be involved in the above research project as participants. 
 
 I have read the research information sheet pertaining to this research project (or had it explained to 
me) and I understand the nature of the research and my role in it. 
I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study. 
I understand that my personal details (and any identifying data) will be kept strictly 
confidential. I understand that I may withdraw my consent and participation in this 







Please provide contact details below ONLY if you choose one of the following options: 
 
 Please allow me to review the report prior to publication. I supply my details below for this purpose: 
 Please allow me to review the report after publication. I supply my details below for this purpose: 
 I would like to retain a copy of this signed document as proof of the contractual 

















Addendum D: Example of an interview transcript 
 
Individual teacher Interview (I.T) 
Date: 28th January 2019 
  
Background before interview: This teacher taught the participant in grade 4 in 
2017 and again in 2018 when he repeated. She currently does not teach the 
participant. 
I.T/1 
I:  Uhm good day, thank you so much for having this interview with me. So 
you've seen the participant’s progress from grade 4 from the first time? 
T: Yes 
I: Would you please just give a background on how you think his improved or 
not? 
T: Uhm, from 2017 (participants name) was very withdrawn in class. Uhh, he 
didn't take part in any class activities, class discussions, homework never 
completed. And from last year 2018 he was in the hostel for the first time. So 
that helped a lot, if he needed extra classes.  So immediately there was an 
improvement in academic work and also socially with friends. 
I: Yes… 
T: He started to communicate more with friends and made friends easily from 
since 2017. 
I: Okay. And uhm, with his friends. So he was very silent before?  
T: Yes. He didn’t have a lot of friends, and the friends that he made in the hostel 
was academically stronger than he is so. 
I: Do you think that influenced his academics? 
T: Very positively, yes. 
I: Okay, uhm and in terms of his academics. Did he struggle with your subject? 
T: Yes, because NS that time in 2017 was a learning subject, and he didn’t know 
how to study. And last year, it was a Afrikaans, and he has vocab barrier. So 
the vocabulary he struggled with and I gave him extra-classes for him and his 
sister. 
I: Was, was the extra-classes after school? 





I: Okay. So does this school, all the teachers offer extra classes?  
T: Yes. If we notice that a learner needs extra classes, we will offer extra classes 
to a learner 
I: Okay, thank you. Uhm, so what else can you tell me about him being outside 
the classroom?  Have you maybe observed him playing outside?  
T: (pause) uhm, ya we gave them movement. Ya, I assisted with the sir, he 
teaches them movement.  
I: And how did he partake in that? 
T: Good. Good. His taking part in it, because its in a group with his friends that 
his friends with. So when they take part, he automatically takes part. So they 
really influenced him. 
I: And has he ever been in a setting when his not with his friends?  
T: No because they were in his class as well. So they started like a little 
competition between each other- who can beat who. 
I: Thank you so much.  
T: Pleasure 
























Research Study: The influence of a boarding-school on the academic and social development of a 
rural male child. 
 
Activity: Observation of classroom participation and interaction 
 
Day  :  Wednesday                                             Date : 24th April 2019 
Time:  07:30- 14:00                                            Place: Primary School 
      
What the learner did - Activity What I observed 
 
Learners are in the normal school routine. The 
classroom behaviour and participation is 
monitored of a specific participant.  
 
In order for the observation to be successful, the 
participant needs to behave in a non-staged 
manner.  
 
The learners go to three periods then had a first 
break, another three periods and had a second 
break. There is two periods after second break 
and then they have one more period of which 
they are rehearsing for a concert. Then the bell 




In the first period, he had English. He is very 
quiet, and did not communicate with anyone.  
He is easily distracted in the classroom. 
 
In the Afrikaans classroom, he sits next to his 
friend. He is very talkative. They have an activity 
to do in pairs, and his friend writes while he 
repeats what the teacher is saying. He puts up 
his hand to ask a question, but teacher does not 
take the question.  
 
After break, he walks inn to class and is very 
talkative, but only to his one classmate. The 
teacher is walking around to check their work, 
and stops at his table. The teacher is correcting 
his work because he does not understand 
(pictures of his book are provided). While they 
were marking work, he got distracted and did 
not mark his book but zoned out and then 
started drawing on the desk. 
 
In the Maths class, the desks are arranged from 
strongest learners to weakest learners. He sits 
in the weakest row.  He is very quiet as he 
copies work off the board. During the lesson, he 
zones out and is fidgety. He ends up doodling in 
his book instead of doing the work.  




                                              1.O.CP/2 
 
He rubs his eyes a lot during each lesson. 
Social Science lesson: They are sitting in 
groups. He does not interact with anyone in the 
group. All the learners are scared of the teacher. 
He did not complete the activity given in class. 
He is tired, and battling to keep his eyes open. 
He starts drawing again.  
 
Rehearsal for concert: He sat at the back and 




• He does not participate during any classroom conversations, but the teachers do not include 
him in to the lesson as well.  
• He is very distracted during class, time and very quiet.  
• He enjoys doodling and drawing very much. 



















Addendum F: Example of a questionnaire 
 
 Teacher Questionnaire        Q.T/1 
 Date: 25th April 2019  
    
Background: The teacher opted to do a questionnaire because of time constraints 
    
Section 1: Background and Learners’ influences    
Q:  How many years have you been teaching the learner?  
A:  From January 2019-April 2019  
Q:  How will you describe the learner?   
A:  A reserved learner. Does not take part in class discussions. 
Q:  Has the learner shown improvement throughout the year? How?  
A:  Term 1 and term 2 assessments cannot be compared yet to see improvement   
Q:   Does the learner freely interact during class?  
A:  Not at all  
Q:  How do you encourage or motivate him to participate?   
A:  When I ask a question, I would usually ask him to answer 
Q: Tell me about some of the discussions that you have with your learner?  
A:  We don’t have any  
Q:  Does the learner value your advice?  
A:  I don’t know.  
    
Section 2: Literacy- Academic achievement    
Q: Does he struggle with any subject at school?   
A: Languages and Mathematics  





A: He has a language barrier  
Q: What are his favourite subjects? Why do you think he likes these subjects?  
A: Natural Sciences. It contains a lot of visual work. It is easier to grasp. 
Q:  Is doing well in academics important to him? Why?  
A: I do not know  
Q: What measures do you take as a teacher, to try to enhance the learners’ academic 
achievement? 
A: Extra- classes have been offered. 
Q: Are extra- classes individual or group lessons?  
A: Individual  
Q:  Does he regularly attend extra-classes?  
A: A lot of times he does not show up. 
   
Section 3: Social Development    
Q:  Has the learner’s social interaction improved in the classroom?  
A: Yes, he is making friends easier.  
Q: Do you think that the learner moving to boarding-school has brought about this 
improvement? How?  
A: It has given him more confidence to interact with the other learners and now he can also play 
sport. 
Q: Out of the classroom, has his social development improved as well?  
A: Not sure  
Q:  How will you describe his personality, confidence, self-esteem?  
A: It has improved since 2017.  Like mentioned in the previous questions  
Q: Can you please explain how this has changed over time?   
A: He has slightly gained confidence to interact with other learners  




A: Not that I am aware of. 
                             Q.T/3 
  
Section 4: Social Competency- Parental involvement    
Q: Do you have parents meetings to inform the parents about the learners’ progress?  
A: Yes, every term.  
Q:  Do the parent/s attend parents meetings regularly?   
A: Transport is a problem. Sometimes his father needs to walk to the meeting. 
Q: What other forms of communication is used to communicate with the parents?  
A: Email or phone  
Q:  What role do you think the parents play in leaners academic and social development?  
A: I do not know  
Q:  Is there anything else you would like to add or comment about the learner’s academic and 
social development?   
A: (Name) His home environment has influenced his social development and also his father 
cannot write. There wasn't support at home. Now he is the boarding-school and the teachers 
can easily assist with extra help. With his academics that improved, it gave him more 
confidence and then in time his social development also improved. His friends are in the Top 
10 and this motivates him to do good.  
 
